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Freeburghers, the Nama and the politics of the frontier
tradition: an analysis of social relations in the second
narrative of J.M. Coetzee's Dusklands.
Towards an historiography of South African literature.
That the people remained white, in spite of the exceptional
circumstances, is just as remarkable. An awareness of this fact
and a pride in our ancestry should contribute to the continued
desire of the people of the Republic of South Africa to remain
white and Western, notwithstanding any pressure in our own
country for integration and assimilation, and notwithstanding the
ever-increasing pressure upon the numerically weaker whites in
the rest of th« world. <H.F. Verwoerd, February 1961 in
Malherbe. 1966:V)
... for more than a century and a half now the South African
people has, as a result of inter-marriage, been developing into a
single nation, so that today there is no longer a clear division
between Afrikaans and English speaking families and one cannot
any longer speak of two separate population groups. (Dr. D.F. Du
T. Malherbe, 1966:V> .
The term 'non-white' is at least partially anachronistic in
its application to the eighteenth century: the economic and
political conditions in which racial categories could become
established did not as yet firmly exist. The eighteenth-century
colour line was, to say the least, a blurred one in which the
criteria of legal and social status by no means always coincided
with those of ethnic origin. Many who later became assimilated
into the white side of the South African colour line descended
from a biological and cultural mixture in the eighteenth century.
(Legassick, 1979:250)
Introduction and the question of historical method
The study of the way history has been written, and its relation-
ship to the development of Southern African literature, has in
the main been ignored in literary studies. The reasons for this
are both complicated and diverse. Added to this there is a cer-
tain empirical naivety present in literary studies at the moment,
concerning what seems to be the sudden interest in literary his-
tory in Southern Africa today; a naivety which seems to regard
this 'new' development as simply one more choice, or intellectual
departure, in an otherwise disinterested universe of free and
open possibilities. To complicate matters even more there has
been a general body of progressive, but fragmented marxist his-
torical literary research forming on the periphery, so to speak
(outside english departments and for very good reasons too).
Moreover, recent political developments — Soweto ('76), Uiten-
hage (V85>, Soweto ('86) — have impinged themselves upon main-
stream literary agents, but predictably this has led to the
reformulation of the old (assumptions), rather than the bringing
in of the new.
The general cue of this paper is taken from the work of a number
of revisionist marxist historians, and from the seminal works of
Michael Vaughan on J.M. Coetzee, Mtutuzeli Matshoba, Staffrider,
and marxist literary theoryl:
I realise the danger in attempting to characterise some of
the features of a liberal aesthetics : of' South African
fiction, without taking cognisance of the specific histori-
cal ingredients involved in the development of this fiction.
The danger is of setting up an ahistorical abstraction:
liberal aesthetics as the ahistorical essence of liberal
South African fiction.2
Moreover, I take my departure from this warning: the need for
particular historical research within the theory of materialism.
For Marx, traditional historical analysis (idealism), reduced
changing material conditions (history) to an evolving conscious-
ness, which in turn was expressed as an 'ahistorical essence' (a
philosophical truth). This idealism, for Marx, had to be set
right by placing it on its head: thus the materialist inversion
of the Hegelian dialectic. The implications of a materialist
reading of an Hegelian (idealist) text are far-reaching, and
indeed violent. Dusklands is in a sense an Hegelian text. The
opening of the second narrative begins with a quotation from
Flaubert: 'What is important is the philosophy of history.'3 This
we would argue is Hegelian in the sense that it implies that
ideas are the essence of social development. History is seen, in
turn, as the work of an evolving consciousness.4 A materialist
reading of an Hegelian text like this is violent in the sense
that it seeks to look not at what the text is saying but at what
it cannot say, and at the forces which generate these
'silences'.5 This involves a 'symptomatic' reading of the text:
The symptomatic reading analyses the textual mechanism which
produces the sightings and oversights rather than merely
recording it.6
We need to pay particular attention to the forces which produce
certain meanings. as well as to the accompanying silences and
'oversights'. We need, then, to ask very different questions of
the novel: in short, historical questions and questions of his-
torical method. We can begin by pitching these questions in a
theoretical (abstract) way.
Literary studies have generally relied upon two separate (though
related) methods of analysis. The first we can identify in prac-
tical criticism in which the practice is untheorized, and which
relies upon simplistic (not necessarily simple) generalizations.
The method is based on common-sense (and acute perception) or on,
what Richard Johnson calls, 'chaotic abstraction':
Chaotic abstraction is the form of thinking found, typical-
ly, in the practical common sense of the bourgeois class...
They work from the immediate experience of capitalist ex-
change relations and stay within this viewpoint. Of course,
all knowledge starts from 'experience', from the chaotic im-
pressions of everyday life; but in empiricist modes of
knowledge (for that is what they Are) 'real life' is sup-
posed to yield up knowledge unproblematically. This cor-
responds to the forms of abstraction, to the sorts of
categories employed. Often these categories abstract whole
chunks of real life. These lumps are 'chaotic' because they
contain great internal complexity and many determinations.
None of these is properly distinguished and analysed (let
alone understood dialectically)• To return to an earlier
formulation: 'it is only the immediate phenomenal forms of
these relations that is reflected in their brains and not
their inner connections'.
One common form of empiricist abstraction is to mistake a
complex historical product or result for an adequately
analytical starting point... Adequate categories grasp the
changing socially determined use of things.7
Literary studies (and fiction) have been dominated by the
philosophy of raw experience, spontaneity or 'chunks of real
life.' These conceptual categories (and they can be nothing else)
are undefined and for their practitioners they speak for them-
selves. The limitation of this mode of analysis is that it is
unable to 'grasp the changing socially determined use of things.'
The point, of course, is not that experience is absorbed into
consciousness and made redundant, but rather it needs to be
theorized as historic, changing and connected to the 'socially
determined use of things': for a start it is neither static nor
1unprobleroatic' (universal). The Victorian conception (and ex-
perience) of sexuality is very different from say Jacobus Coet-
zee's. Moreover, to mistake a 'complex historical product or
result' (such as Jacobus Coetzee and the whole colonial en-
terprise which he is part and parcel o f ) , for an adequate form of
analysis whereby this historical complexity (with all its deter-
minants) can be unraveled, is to mistake description for
analysis, the end for the means.
The second dominant method of analysis in literary studies can be
termed idealist in that it is closely associated with the sacred
prizing of certain intellectual categories (reason for example).
It is closely associated with a belief in the primacy of the
idea, and its historical stability — 'pure thought stripped of
its historical content.' One could simply identify it as 'Pure
Reason' or 'philosophical abstraction' per se:
In the neo-Hegelians and again in Proudhon and Bastiat, such
thinking becomes entirely 'phantasmagoric', 'sacred' or
'mystical*. The thoughts or categories themselves, now
divorced from the complex situations they once expressed,
perform their ghostly dances on the special stage of
'theory'. They become a series of 'thoughts' that devour one
another and are finally swallowed up in 'self-consciousness'
...this is indeed the characteristic delusion of the 'philo-
sopher'(or of the professional intellectual or academic).8
This form of thinking in literary studies can be associated with
traditional historical studies of literature: studies which have
attempted to identify the pure essence of.a literary moment (or
tradition). History in these terms is highly abstract: it is no
more than a (privileged) self-conscious process whereby knowledge
is successfully (or unsuccessfully) accumulated — a mystical
shimmer, a ghostly dance 'an the special stage of 'theory''.
If we are to identify the general literary criticism surrounding
Dusklands as belonging to the first, we can say that the novel
has been written within the tradition (with all its variations)
of the second. We need to look at the way these two methods of
analysis interact. What they seem to have in common is a certain
anti-historical dimension — pure ideas on the one hand and raw
experience on the other: both aspiring to an ahistorical (self-
conscious or fulfilled) moment.
Social relations, exchange and the frontitr tradition
It would seem that Dusklands has been regarded as an anti-
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historical document, an 'anti-documentary polemic'.9 This may be
an overstatement, but it is clear that J.M. Coetzee's relation-
ship to history is ambivalent; this ambivalence — in which the
meaning of a single event, like Klawer's death, splits in twos
this ambivalence is expressed both in the parody of the national
historian Or S.J. Coetzee, in the Afterword, and in the
variegated layers of translation (and intervention) in the
novel.10 This historical ambiguity, it will be arg'ued, is at the
heart of the narrative's Hegelian posture in which there is a
fundamental contradiction between the dominion of ideas and the
imperviousness of material (historical) reality.
The Afterword, for Peter Strauss, is 'the weak-minded evasion of
a mealy-mouthed historian": 'a section which mimics to perfection
the myth-building stream of South African historiography'.11
However, one could look more closely at this 'myth-building
stream': one needs to know where it is coming from (and w h y ) ; and
what (if anything) the narrative is offering in its place? One
may feel that a certain nationalist historiography is inimical
(particularly if one makes the connection between Dr S.J. Coetzee
and other leading nationalist ideologues of the 30's and 4 0 ' s ) ,
but to call it 'mealy-mouthed" - - a n d this is how we are meant to
take it — implies that we have no reason (or are unable) to move
beyond the intense provocation which the text produces.
There is only one published article that I know of which has at-
tempted to look at the historical documents used by the author in
Dusklands (though not historically as s u c h ) . It is called,
'Dusklands: A Metaphysics of Violence' by Peter Knox-Shaw. He
draws together a collection of colonial expeditionary literature,
and points out how John Coetzee (sic) has ignored significant
economic and political motives of the original expeditions. He
argues that 'political and economic aspects of history' ^re
reduced to their bare essentials — 'documentary detail' is
worked through with 'philosophical abstract ion':12
The copper mine which Jacobus Coetzee had noted in his
deposition and over which Brink on his way back expended his
most detailed entry appears in Dusklands merely as a date
'carved on the rocks". The fictional narrative is distin-
guished throughout by a virtual effacement of economic
motive. Nothing is made of the gold dust which Jacobus
Coetzee gathered on the banks of the Great River and later
displayed at the castle (indeed the omission is n o t e d ) .
Moreover the poverty-stricken burgher of history hunts in
Dusklands to satisfy a refined bloodlust (kills for
'metaphysical meat', p.85) rather than to procure the ivory
for which he had been granted a permit by the Governor.13
Knox-Shaw describes these historical omissions, and the deprecia-
tion of the 'force of context' as 'regrettable'.14 The reduction
of western imperialism to the psychopathology of the western mind
is, in other words, "deemed to the domain of the fortuitous'.15
The issue, for me, involves more than some accidental or essen-
tial omission: it concerns more than a question of chance and the
vagaries of the fortuitous. It has a lot to do with the author's
initial (ideological) assumptions regarding the nature of
history, particularly narrative as such (for this is where the
novel and history overlap, it would seem).
We could take Knox-Shaw's significant departure further by asking
why J.M. Coetzee should pitch historical narrative in this par-
ticular (ideological) way? What is it in the author's method of
writing (fiction/history) which leads to the effacement of cer-
tain political and economic details and (by implication) motives?
Why is Simon van der Stel's expedition to the 'Kooperbergen'
reduced to simply a date 'carved on the rocks'? These questions
cannot however be asked 'at the level of ideology alone'!
Ideological ambiguities arise out of structural ambiguities
and cannot be explained at the level of ideology alone.
Ideology is not self-explanatory. When it is treated as
though it were, the result is a moralizing psychologism. Un-
der such an historiographical regime ideological inconsis-
tencies become betrayals, and ideological shifts
hypocrisy.16
Criticism of, and the irony within, Dusklands generally operates
at the level of ideology (at the level of ideas), and so never
escapes what Neville Hogan calls this 'moralizing psychologism.'
We aim to look beneath this level of ideology by focusing on the
political and social (exchange) relationships of the 18 century
f ront ie r .
A central idea through which the narrative moves (and through
which the novel's sense of history is expressed) is that of the
frontier. The frontier has.had a significant presence in colonial
literature, but seems to have been regarded by critics — through
their very silence -- as self-explanatory because it is natural
and, in this sense, homogeneous. However, it would seem that dis-
tinct historical meanings of the frontier exist:
...in the South African situation there has been a tendency
to move between the idea of frontier as isolation from the
parent society, and the frontier as meeting-place of black
and white cultures, peoples, and societies. The two are not
necessarily the same.
White frontiersmen expected all their dependants (save
their families) to be non-white: they did not expect all
non-whites to be their servants.17
Jacobus Coetzee enters the wilderness with the idea that 'all
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n o n - w h i t e s s h o u l d be C h i s ] s e r v a n t s . ' L i k e w i s e t h e w i l d e r n e s s is
r e g a r d e d a s b o t h t h e p l a c e of ' i s o l a t i o n ' a n d t h e ' m e e t i n g - p l a c e
o f b l a c k a n d w h i t e c u l t u r e s ' . T h i s w a s n o t t h e c a s e i n t h e 1 8
c e n t u r y , b u t is r a t h e r a c o n t e m p o r a r y c o n c e r n p r o j e c t e d o n t o t h e
p a s t :
In p l a c e o f t h e m e r c e n a r y c o n c e r n s t h a t p r e d o m i n a t e i n m o s t
e a r l y c o l o n i a l t r a v e l o g u e s J o h n C o e t z e e a l l o t s t h e f o r e -
g r o u n d t o h i s e x p l o r e r ' s e n c o u n t e r w i t h p r i m i t i v e s . 1 8
T h e n a r r a t o r i n k e e p i n g w i t h t r a d i t i o n a l c o n c e p t i o n s o f t h e
f r o n t i e r , h a s c o l l a p s e d t h e s e d i s t i n c t h i s t o r i c a l m e a n i n g s i n t o
a n o v e r a r c h i n g o n e . T h i s c o l l a p s i n g l e n d s a c e r t a i n m e t a p h y s i c a l
f o r c e t o t h e p r e s e n c e of t h e f r o n t i e r . S u b s e q u e n t l y , i n t e r m s o f
t h e f r o n t i e r ( a n d i n t e r m s o f S o u t h A f r i c a n h i s t o r y i n g e n e r a l ) ,
1 % A f r i k a n e r d o m ' b e c o m e s a n e x p l i c i t l y p e r s o n i f i e d m e t a p h y s i c a l
f o r c e ' 1 9 — i t s m o t i v e s a r e d e p i c t e d a s i r r a t i o n a l a n d m e s s i a n i c :
T h e p r e s e n t w o r k v e n t u r e s to p r e s e n t a m o r e c o m p l e t e a n d
t h e r e f o r e m o r e j u s t v i e w o f J a c o b u s C o e t z e e . It is a w o r k o f
p i e t y b u t a l s o a w o r k o f h i s t o r y : a w o r k o f p i e t y t o w a r d a n
a n c e s t o r a n d o n e o f t h e f o u n d e r s of o u r p e o p l e , a w o r k w h i c h
o f f e r s t h e e v i d e n c e o f h i s t o r y t o c o r r e c t c e r t a i n o f t h e
a n t i - h e r o i c d i s t o r t i o n s t h a t h a v e b e e n c r e e p i n g i n t o o u r
c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e g r e a t a g e of e x p l o r a t i o n w h e n t h e W h i t e
m a n f i r s t m a d e c o n t a c t w i t h t h e n a t i v e p e o p l e s o f o u r
i n t e r i o r . 2 0
M o r e o v e r , A f r i k a n e r n a t i o n a l i s m , v i e w e d a s a m e t a p h y s i c a l f o r c e ,
h a s ( i t is b e l i e v e d ) l e d to f l a g r a n t d i s t o r t i o n s i n n a t i o n a l
hi s t o r y :
. . . C o e t z e e r o d e l i k e a g o d t h r o u g h a w o r l d o n l y p a r t l y
n a m e d , d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g a n d b r i n g i n g i n t o e x i s t e n c e .
I w i s h I h a d h u n t i n g a d v e n t u r e s t o r e l a t e . . . H u n t i n g a d -
v e n t u r e s l e n d e x c i t e m e n t , h o w e v e r s p u r i o u s , t o h i s t o r y . 2 1
O r S . J . C o e t z e e i s , o f c o u r s e , t h e s p u r i o u s h i s t o r i a n , b u t m o r e
t h a n t h a t h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e h u n t i n g f r o n t i e r f o r e x a m p l e , a l -
r e a d y h a s a h i s t o r y (a l i f e ! ) o f i t s o w n . T h i s is n e i t h e r t h e
m o r a l p e r v e r s i t y o f o n e h i s t o r i a n n o r o f o n e h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n
( w h i c h c r i t i c s h a v e b e e n t e m p t e d t o c o n c l u d e ) . T h i s s p u r i o u s n e s s
is p a r t i a l l y t h e r e s u l t o f a m a t e r i a l s h i f t i n w h i c h a w h o l e w a y
o f l i f e h a s c o m e u n d e r q u e s t i o n , a n d i s s u b s e q u e n t l y i n c r i s i s :
T h e w o r l d - c o l o n i s a t i o n p r o j e c t h a s e n c o u n t e r e d s e r i o u s
r e v e r s a l s i n t h e l a t e r t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y : t h i s d o e s n o t m e a n
t h a t i n t e l l e c t u a l s w h o r e c o g n i s e t h i s ( a n d w h o d o e s n o t ? ) ,
a n d a r e c r i t i c a l of t h e p r o j e c t , c a n r e j e c t t h e i r a s c r i b e d
r a c i a l - h i s t o r i c a l p l a c e , a n d i n h a b i t a n e w m e d i u m — a n e w
c o n s c i o u s n e s s , a n e w h i s t o r y . 2 2
J.M. Coetzee is accurate in focusing this crisis; a crisis
brought home to the western intelligentsia, not only by its grow-
ing impotence generally, but through the Vietnam War (see the
narrative of Eugene Dawn>, and, locally, in the manifestation of
the crisis of white hegemony (the 'total onslaught'): 'He
threatens to have a history in which I shall be a term.'E3
However, J.M. Coetzee engages this crisis only as an attitude, as
a particular expression of consciousness: his ironic exposure of
the fallacies of his 'father', Dr S.J. Coetzee, is an exposure at
the level of ideas only. His 'father' represents a particular at-
titude (Afrikaner national), which the narrator is critical of
because of what appears to be its obvious self-deception
'...Coetzee, a humble man who did not play God, is unlikely to
have tortured his animals.'24 The narrator's criticisms of na-
tional historiography — represented by his 'father' — are,
however, shaped by certain assumptions (like that of the
frontier) which he shares with his 'father'. Traditionally this
has been regarded as a result of a common history (genealogy?):
of attitudes simply carried, atavistically, down the line.
However the narrator's reliance on, and departure from, national
historiography can best be understood by looking at the distinct
alliance within traditional (dominant) historiography:
Both the liberal and the Afrikaner nationalist historio-
graphical traditions,..affirm the dominant impact of the
Boer/Afrikaner ethos on South African history, and are at
variance only in as much as the nationalists cite Calvinist
ideology and claim the course of Afrikaner history to be
divinely ordained, whilst the liberal apologists decry the
damage wrought by this aberrant character roaming about in a
rational capitalist society. In terms of methodology,
events, for both traditions, are the expression of the un-
folding in history of two determinants, one 'true' and the
other 'false'. For the liberal apologists, capitalism is the
true determinant, and racial ism...the false; for the
nationalists, the opposite is the case. These, determinants,
dually active, are both anticipatory and teleological. The
past directly anticipates the present — the Boer/Afrikaner
racist personality is seen as having been fully formed from
a very early stage of colonial settlement at the Cape, and
as having developed in terms of quantity' rather than
quality; and capitalism is characterized by the interaction/
integration of two (or... more) classes (or 'races'...)
which develop only in so much as they grow larger. And the
future is latent in the past — the cause and course of
apartheid/separate development is presented as the movement
of the will of the Afrikaner volk towards its inherent end
of dominance over the other South African 'nations' or
' races "... and capitalism is viewed as heading towards its
inherent end of complete and beneficent integration.
History, whether caused by its origin and/or its end, is
p o r t r a y e d a s t a k i n g a s t r a i g h t c o u r s e f r o m w h i c h it c a n be
d e f l e c t e d o n l y by e x t e r n a l or a l i e n p h e n o m e n a ; for t h e
n a t i o n a l i s t s , c a p i t a l i s m , a n d t h e B r i t i s h , a n d f o r t h e
l i b e r a l s , r a c i s m a n d t h e A f r i k a n e r . 2 5
M e n e e d to i d e n t i f y t h e c o m m o n a s s u m p t i o n s w i t h i n t r a d i t i o n a l
( d o m i n a n t ) h i s t o r i o g r a p h y so a s to be c l e a r a b o u t w h a t ' s i l e n c e s '
a n d " o v e r s i g h t s ' t h e r e a r e in t h e n a r r a t i v e ; a n d " h o w t h e y , in
t u r n , d i f f e r f r o m t h e s e l f - c o n s c i o u s c r i t i c i s m s by t h e a u t h o r
( c r i t i c i s m s w h i c h lie o n the s u r f a c e of t h e n o v e l in t h e f o r m of
t h e i r o n i c m a s k ) .
I.D. M a c C r o n e , in 1 9 3 7 , w a s o n e of t h e f i r s t , a c c o r d i n g to
L e g a s s i c k , to a r t i c u l a t e in d e t a i l t h e t h e s i s of t h e f r o n t i e r
t r a d i t i o n , a n d by d o i n g so to c o m b i n e t w o t r a d i t i o n s of S o u t h
A f r i c a n h i s t o r i o g r a p h y . 2 6 R a c i s m , f o r M a c C r o n e , w a s the r e s u l t of
a n a t t i t u d e d e v e l o p e d in r e s p o n s e to the p h y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n s o n
t h e f r o n t i e r — t h i s , f o r L e g a s s i c k , is t h e f r o n t i e r m y t h . It is
m y t h i c a l in t h a t it c a n n o t e x p l a i n , for e x a m p l e , w h y C a n a d i a n s —
w h o h a d a m o r e s e v e r e f r o n t i e r — d i d not d e v e l o p a p a r t h e i d . T h i s
is n o t to s a y t h a t r a c i s m is a b s e n t f r o m C a n a d i a n h i s t o r y — t h e
p o i n t is t h a t r a c i s m h a s n o t h i n g to do w i t h a p s y c h o l o g i c a l
r e s p o n s e to a n e n v i r o n m e n t , a s m u c h a s it h a s to do w i t h a
s p e c i f i c e c o n o m i c h i s t o r y : 'the e x p a n s i o n of t h e c a p i t a l i s t w o r l d
m a r k e t p r o d u c e d p a t t e r n s of r a c e r e l a t i o n s w h i c h w e r e not i d e n t i -
cal o v e r e i t h e r s p a c e or t i m e . ' 2 7
T h e s e c o n d n a r r a t i v e . o f J a c o b u s C o e t z e e i m p l i e s t h a t the p a s t a n -
t i c i p a t e s the p r e s e n t , in a l i n e a r a n d u n p r o b i e m a t i c w a y . J a c o b u s
C o e t z e e is the f u l l y f o r m e d r a c i s t p e r s o n a l i t y h a v i n g d e v e l o p e d
f r o m v a v e r y e a r l y s t a g e of c o l o n i a l s e t t l e m e n t of t h e C a p e ' . H e
s t a n d s a t the p o i n t at w h i c h t h e f r e e b u r g h e r b e c o m e s t h e t r e k b o e r
( t h e t r e k b o e r is l o o k e d b a c k u p o n a s the f o u n d e r of A f r i k a n e r
n a t i o n a l i s m ) . He is one of the o r i g i n a l (it is s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t
he i s n ' t t h e o r i g i n a l ) p r o g e n i t o r s of a w h o l e l i n e of C o e t z e e s . 2 8
T h e C o e t z e e o f f s p r i n g g r o w in n u m b e r a s h i s t o r y p r o g r e s s e s 'in a
m o r e or l e s s c o n t i n u o u s a n d h o m o g e n e o u s t e m p o r a l i t y ' 2 9 :
T h e g e n e r a t i o n s of the C o e t z e e s i l l u s t r a t e w e l l t h e g r a d u a l
d i s p e r s a l i n t o the h i n t e r l a n d w h i c h h a s c o n s t i t u t e d the o u t -
w a r d s t o r y , the f a b l e , of t h e W h i t e m a n in S o u t h A f r i c a ,
t r e k k i n g e v e r n o r t h w a r d in a n g e r a n d d i s g u s t at the r e s t r i c -
t i v e n e s s of g o v e r n m e n t , D u t c h or B r i t i s h . 3 0
T h e p r o b l e m at the c e n t r e of t h e n o v e l is t h a t h i s t o r y h a s n o t
b e e n a b l e to m o v e d i r e c t l y a n d l i n e a r l y . F o r e x a m p l e t h e r e a r e
m a n y g a p s in C o e t z e e s ' r e c o r d s ; a n d h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e , a s
s u c h , is u n r e l i a b l e : K l a w e r d i e s t w i c e . T h i s e m p h a s i s u p o n h i s -
t o r y a s d i r e c t a n d a n t i c i p a t o r y , a n d w h i c h c a n o n l y be d e f l e c t e d
by a n a l i e n f o r c e ( i m p e r i a l p o w e r — e x p r e s s e d as s e t t l e r r a c i s m
in t h e s e c o n d n a r r a t i v e a n d s t a t e b u r e a u c r a c y / c o r p o r a t e
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capitalism in the first) implies that the novel is working within
a certain p r o b l e m a t i c : a problematic w h i c h assumes that history
has an inherent simplicity or n a t u r a l n e s s about it:
...the old belief that there was a unified civilization
which it was the business of the artist to extend had been
cast into doubt by history: by i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , by
technology, by the nature of the modern state.31
This inherent simplicity and n a t u r a l n e s s has gradually been lost:
'the tree...lives on trapped in its t r e e n e s s ' , 3 2 Both Jacobus and
Dr S.J., Coetzee are 'aberrant c h a r a c t e r ( s ) " — 'divinely
ordained' — roaming around in what should be a natural world (a
'rational C c a p i t a l i s t ] s o c i e t y ' ? ) . This type of a b e r r a t i o n , it
would seem, is to be found in the early history of the Cape and
later on, on the frontier of 1 7 6 0 / 1 .
A l t h o u g h the narrator is critical of the dominant h i s t o r i o g r a p h y
he is still concerned with issues defined from within it; issues
if we stick to the second narrative — like that of the fron-
tier which revolve around traditional h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ' s u n d e r -
standing of the development of r a c i a l i s m / r a c i s m . This is evident
in the use of a l l - r o u n d e d , clearly conceived racial categories in
the novel. These categories are, to quote Michael V a u g h a n ,
' r a c i a l - h i s t o r i c a l ' in origin:
The primary, original (or d e t e r m i n i n g ) drama is that of the
mode of c o n s c i o u s n e s s in its historical interaction with
material reality. The mode of consciousness — the primary
term of the human drama — is, it a p p e a r s , ascribed to in-
dividual 'subjects' on a r a c i a l - h i s t o r i c a l b a s i s . . .
U l t i m a t e l y , racial categories determine the broad t r a j e c -
tories of hi story. 33
In the novel race, like that of the f r o n t i e r , is a defining
characteristic of consciousness in h i s t o r y . And a l t h o u g h one
would not want to u n d e r e s t i m a t e the role of race consciousness in
South African history, one cannot reduce different forms of con-
sciousness and behaviour to racial categories per se. M o r e o v e r ,
these categories of race and the f r o n t i e r , are not simply cate-
gories of 1760/1, categories which seem to have a w e l l - d e v e l o p e d
group c o n s c i o u s n e s s , and through which Jacobus Coetzee presumably
o p e r a t e s . On the contrary race consciousness — as we know it and
as it is presented -- seems absent as such in the IS century: 'If
the stereotype of the African as enemy cannot be traced to the
eighteenth century, when and why did it in fact come into e x i s t -
ence ?'34
Legassick argues that to look for the a n t e c e d e n t s of racialism/
racism on the frontier of the 17 and 18 century is a m i s c o n c e p -
tion of the dominant h i s t o r i o g r a p h y : an h i s t o r i o g r a p h y which has
a t t e m p t e d to regard a p a r t h e i d as the result of the v i c t o r y of the
a s c e t i c t r e k b o e r f r o n t i e r over the u r b a n e b e n e v o l e n c e of C a p e
l i b e r a l i s m ; o r , a l t e r n a t i v e l y , as a r e s u l t of the v i c t o r y of the
g o d - o r d a i n e d A f r i k a n e r volk over 'the r e s t r i c t i v e n e s s of
g o v e r n m e n t , D u t c h or B r i t i s h 1 . In ot h e r w o r d s , the f r o n t i e r has
b e e n r e g a r d e d as a s t a t i c h o m o g e n e o u s b o u n d a r y in w h i c h i s o l a t e d
( A f r i k a n e r ) c o m m u n i t i e s have a r i s e n — it is this ' i s o l a t i o n ' a n d
' s t a s i s ' w h i c h has l e a d , a c c o r d i n g to c o n v e n t i o n a l w i s d o m , to a
p a r o c h i a l c o n s e r v a t i s m and s u b s e q u e n t l y , to r a c i s m . R a c i s m , in
t h e s e t e r m s , a r o s e as an a t t i t u d e to p r e v e n t i s o l a t e d c o m m u n i t i e s
from b e c o m i n g ' r e - b a r b a r i z e d ' , from l o s i n g t h e i r s e n s e of
c i v i l i z a t i o n , o r , as J a c o b u s C o e t z e e w o u l d have i t , 'In the w i l d
I lose my sense of b o u n d a r i e s . ' 3 5 :
J a c o b u s ' s fear of losing racial i d e n t i t y in the w i l d e r n e s s
r e m a i n s latent all a l o n g in the a n x i o u s w a t c h he k e e p s over
his ' t a m e ' H o t t e n t o t s , s i n c e in th e i r ' b e t r a y a l ' he r e a d s
his own c a p a c i t y for r e v e r s i o n to the w i l d . 3 6
The i m p o r t a n c e of the l a n g u a g e of the f r o n t i e r as a d e f i n i n g d i s -
c o u r s e of pr e s e n t s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s in S o u t h A f r i c a can be s e e n
b o t h in the way it r e m a i n s , u n q u e s t i o n i n g l y , as an e x p l a n a t o r y
c o n c e p t in l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , and in the way it is e c h o e d by Dr
H . F . V e r w o e r d in 1 9 6 1 : 'That the p e o p l e r e m a i n e d w h i t e C c i v i l -
izedD, in spite of exceptional circumstances, is...remarkable'.
M o r e o v e r , the l a n g u a g e of the f r o n t i e r has b e e n i n c o r p o r a t e d into
v a r i o u s other h i s t o r i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n s of i m p e r i a l s o c i a l
f o r m a t i o n s :
The f r o n t i e r was p r i m a r i l y w h a t s e p a r a t e d the C a n a d i a n ,
p h y s i c a l l y or m e n t a l l y , from G r e a t B r i t a i n , from the U n i t e d
S t a t e s , and e v e n m o r e i m p o r t a n t , from o t h e r C a n a d i a n
c o m m u n i t i e s . . . S m a l l and i s o l a t e d c o m m u n i t i e s s u r r o u n d e d
w i t h a phy s i c a l or p s y c h o l o g i c a l ' f r o n t i e r ' . . . : c o m m u n i t i e s
that p r o v i d e all that their m e m b e r s have in the way of d i s -
t i n c t i v e l y h u m a n v a l u e s , and that are c o m p e l l e d to feel a
great r e s p e c t for the law and or d e r that h o l d s them
t o g e t h e r , yet c o n f r o n t e d w i t h a h u g e , u n t h i n k i n g , m e n a c i n g ,
and f o r m i d a b l e p h y s i c a l s e t t i n g — such c o m m u n i t i e s are
bou n d to d e v e l o p w h a t we may p r o v i s i o n a l l y call a g a r r i s o n
m e n t a l i t y . 3 7
The S o u t h A f r i c a n e q u i v a l e n t to the ' g a r r i s o n m e n t a l i t y ' , w h i c h
has a l s o been v i e w e d as a p s y c h o l o g i c a l r e s p o n s e to a ' m e n a c i n g
a n d f o r m i d a b l e p h y s i c a l s e t t i n g ' , is the laager m e n t a l i t y . It is
the l a a g e r m e n t a l i t y w h i c h has t r a d i t i o n a l l y been used to e x p l a i n
(and to p e r p e t u a t e the b e l i e f in) the A f r i k a n e r as a small i s o -
lated c o m m u n i t y , w i t h a c a p a c i t y for ' d i s t i n c t i v e l y h u m a n
v a l u e s ' , w h i c h , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , has been ' c o m p e l l e d to feel a
g r e a t r e s p e c t for law and o r d e r " . In ot h e r w o r d s , the laager
m e n t a l i t y , w h i c h has t r a d i t i o n a l l y been r e g a r d e d as p e c u l i a r l y
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Afrikaans, has been used to explain the caust of apartheid
even by apologists for Afrikaner nationalism:
...the apartheid idea is... preeminently peculiar to the
Afrikaner... The Afrikaner, as a result of his <sic) in-
stinct of self preservation has developed a specific emo-
tional attitude toward the numerically superior Bantu... The
apartheid idea evolved mainly from this psychological
attitude.30
The frontiersmen are regarded as the architects of South African
society (it is significant that the ideologues of apartheid are
referred to as architects). Jacobus Coetzee is the 'far-wandering
vee-boer': traditionally regarded as 'the most active maker of
South African history'.39 They are depicted as such by the tradi-
tional literary ideologues of the *volksbeweging', such as F.A.
Venter and D.F. Ma 1 herbe.40
The second narrative of Jacobus Coetzee is situated on the north-
ern Cape frontier. Knowledge of this area is limited (more atten-
tion has been paid to the eastern frontier). This setting allows
J.M. Coetzee a little room for the manipulation of his fiction,
but it also betrays certain assumptions concerning social be-
haviour in isolation and concerning the nature of the northern
frontier itself.
The northern frontier was not, of course, isolated and unpopu-
lated as both Dusklands and the historical documents to which
Coetzee refers, suggest.41 There is now a popular aphorism that
goes: 'Jan van Riebeeck did not found the Cape Colony in an empty
land'.42 Even though the northwest was arid and unfit for habita-
tion (by settlers of course), it was nevertheless populated by
the Nama and the San; and although the numbers of Nama (and Khoi
generally) had been reduced, they did exist, and as more than
another static landmark, another savage- obstacle.43
An assumption regarding the frontier in Dusklandt concerns the
way antinomies are clearly defined, particularly racially. Per-
ceptions of behaviour and the methods of conquest, for the
colonial writer/historian, are simple, clearly demarcated and of-
ten immediate. The limitations of this assumption, are for a
start, that Khoi and San are not clearly identified ethnic
categories: 'It is clear from anthropological evidence that
'Hottentot' and 'Bushman' are not discrete racial categories'44;
nor were they so in 1760/1. The Khoi and San as distinct racial
categories is a 1? century conception. Ethnicity, as it is
presented in Dusklands only seems to enter settler discourse
later on. Jacobus Coetzee talks about the Khoi and San in 19 cen-
tury ethnic terms -- the 18 century did distinguish pastoralists
(Khoi) from the hunter-gatherers (San) but this distinction was
an economic, and not an ethnic, one. According to circumstances
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t h e s e e c o n o m i c r o l e s c o u l d s w i t c h -- p a s t o r a l i s t s t u r n e d to h u n t -
ing and g a t h e r i n g w h e n f o r c e d to a n d so o n . 4 5 J h i s so^iaj.
f l u i d i t y i5_absent_,in_DuskJ.ands. If we are to look at 1 7 6 0 / 1 we
need to look at c l a s s r e l a t i o n s ( e x p r e s s e d in the v a r i o u s l e v e l s
of a c c e s s to p o l i t i c a l p o w e r , or m e d i c a l k n o w l e d g e , for e x a m p l e )
a n d not e t h n i c i t y . A n d a l t h o u g h the n a r r a t i v e m i s t a k e n l y d i s t i n -
g u i s h e s Khoi from S a n on e t h n i c g r o u n d s , it n e v e r t h e l e s s i n d i -
c a t e s an a w a r e n e s s of o t h e r f a c t o r s s u c h as s o c i a l ' s t r a t i f i c a t i o n
( c l a s s r e l a t i o n s ) ; but it is an a w a r e n e s s c l o u d e d by its own h i s -
t o r i c a l ( r a c i a l ) c o n t e x t :
M o r n i n g and e v e n i n g he CKlawerl] c o n v e y e d to m e . . . t h e bowl of
b r o t h w h i c h c o n s t i t u t e d the f o u n d a t i o n of the cure by p u r g e
that was being p r a c t i s e d u p o n me by the same c r o n e . . . a
g l o o m y B u s h m a n s l a v e w i t h a k n o w l e d g e of the B u s h m a n p h a r -
m a c o p o e i a w h o m I s o m e t i m e s g l i m p s e d p e e r i n g in at me from
the door of the hut and who r e p l i e d to my q u e s t i o n s . . . w i t h
c h u r l i s h s i l e n c e . 4 6
It is b e c a u s e the w o m a n is a ' B u s h m a n ' , over a n d a b o v e her b e i n g
a s l a v e , that she is " c h u r l i s h * . We h a v e t h i s e m p h a s i s c l e a r l y in
a p h r a s e such a s , 'He was s m i l i n g a H o t t e n t o t s m i l e * . 4 7 If it is
the p h y s i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s , and c o l o n i a l r e a c t i o n s to s u c h p h y s i c a l
d i f f e r e n c e s , w h i c h c o n c e r n the n a r r a t o r t h e n why s h o u l d t h e y be
e x p r e s s e d in s t a t i c e t h n i c t e r m s , p a r t i c u l a r l y w h e n s o c i a l r e l a -
t i o n s in the 1 7 6 0 / 1 w e r e not s t a t i c ? S e t t l e r r e c o r d s a r e f i l l e d
w i t h a c e r t a i n p u e r i l e o b s e s s i o n w i t h p h y s i c a l ( o f t e n i m a g i n e d )
d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n the s e t t l e r s a n d the i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e . J.M.
C o e t z e e p i c k s up on i t :
If y o u w a n t p r o f i t out of w o m e n y o u m u s t m a k e t h e m b r e e d y o u
h e r d e r s off the H o t t e n t o t s (they do not b r e e d off W h i t e
m e n ) . But t h e y have a very long c y c l e , t h r e e or four y e a r s ,
b e t w e e n c h i l d r e n . So t h e i r i n c r e a s e is s l o w . It w i l l not be
d i f f i c u l t to s t a m p the B u s h m a n o u t , in t i m e . 4 8
It w a s a p o p u l a r s e t t l e r m y t h that the Khoi w e r e ' s e x u a l l y
m i s f o r m e d ' 4 9 : the m y t h a c t e d as the r a t i o n a l e for a p o l i c y of e x -
c l u s i o n (and e x t e r m i n a t i o n ) . The n a r r a t i v e e x p l o r e s t h i s . The
p o i n t , h o w e v e r , is that this m y t h c o u l d a p p l y e q u a l l y to the s o -
c a l l e d ' B u s h m a n ' , or to the i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e as a w h o l e , g i v e n
that e t h n i c r i g i d i t y had not d e v e l o p e d its 19 c e n t u r y p o l i t i c a l
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n , as y e t : 'the D u t c h did not d i s t i n g u i s h b e t w e e n
K h o i k h o i n a n d S a n on p h y s i c a l g r o u n d s in the s e v e n t e e n t h a n d
e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s ' . 5 0
The e t h n i c o v e r l a y i s , h o w e v e r , p a r t i a l l y a r e s u l t of the e d i t i n g
of the o r i g i n a l n a r r a t i v e by the r a c i s t h i s t o r i a n , Dr S.J.
C o e t z e e . And y e t , if w i t h the d i s j u n c t u r e in K l a w e r ' s d e a t h we
a r e , as K n o x - S h a w c o n v i n c i n g l y a r g u e s , a l e r t e d 'to the e a s e w i t h
w h i c h a s o l e w i t n e s s m a y f a l s i f y f a c t s p r e j u d i c i a l to his s e l f -
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preservation'51, it would seem, then, that our omnipotent trans-
lator is not so innocent after all: 'Otherwise the sole changes I
have made have been to restore two or three brief passages
omitted from my father's edition and to reduce Nama words to the
standard Kronlein orthography.'32 J.M. Coetzee seems unable to
escape his own ironic historical exercise. The difficulty lies in
trying to locate his intervention (particularly as he profes-
sionally covers his own tracks). The narrator, however, has over-
looked an incriminating d u e ; the inconsistent use of the fron-
tier myth in the narrative. On the one hand we have the ironic
exposure of the many fabrications in traditional historical ex-
planations of the frontier: 'To understand the life of this
CJacobus CoetzeeD obscure farmer requires a positive act of the
imagination.'53 On the other hand we have the narrator's 'silent'
reliance on traditional conceptions of the frontier to explain
the very object of his critique: '...the writing itself furthers
the claims of true savagery. This is an art that can only re-
enact'.34 In other words the narrator's reliance on and depar-
ture from the frontier myth means that he unknowingly becomes
caught up in his own ridicule. It allows Knox-Shaw, among others,
to sharpen his talons: '...this is an existentialism of the
armchair which, far from withstanding the desert, fails even to
penetrate the text.'35
We need, then, to explore other aspects of the frontier myth,
particularly in connection with the way antinomies are clearly
and racially defined in the narrative. We can begin by looking at
the reference to the warfare of the 'Bushman': '•
The Bushman's bow is really very weak. He does not like to
lose arrowheads because they are so much trouble to chip, so
he shoots with a slack bowstring...36
For a start arrows were not necessarily 'chipped' from stone. A
demand for metal had long been satisfied, and it would seem
although metal was still prized (a ban on its trade was imposed
in 1652) — not all arrowheads would have been made of stone.57
This image, deliberate or not, is a simplification. It points
towards certain (racist) assumptions regarding the indigenous
civilization, its resistance and the erosion of .its political
power:
I too could survive in the wilderness armed with only bow
and arrow, did I not fear that so deprived I would perish
not of hunger but of the disease of the spirit that drives
the caged baboon to evacuate its entrails, (my emphasis)58
The erosion of indigenous political power was not a question of
deprivation. Neither was it one-sided, and based upon the 'Gun'
(superior technology). The usurpation was gradual and took many
forms. Although the technological strength of the settlers was
13
u n d o u b t e d l y r e a l , it was not simply a q u e s t i o n of t h i s :
S a v a g e s do not have g u n s . . . From the fringes of the h o r i z o n
he a p p r o a c h e s , growing to m a n h o o d b e n e a t h my eyes until he
reaches the verge of that p r e c a r i o u s zone in w h i c h , i n v u l -
nerable to his w e a p o n s , I command his l i f e . A c r o s s this a n -
nulus I behold him a p p r o a c h bearing the w i l d e r n e s s in his
h e a r t . On the far side he is nothing to me and I probably
nothing to him. On the near side m u t u a l fear will drive us
to our little comedies of man and m a n . . . 3 9
This is the language of the f r o n t i e r zone — the ' t r e a c h e r o u s
neutral z o n e ' 6 0 : the point at which two f r o n t i e r s m e e t , and where
the frontier myths c o n v e r g e . 6 1 To reduce the e r o s i o n of i n -
d i g e n o u s political power to a m e t a p h y s i c a l and physical image of
v i o l e n c e , in w h i c h we have an image of s a v a g e r y on the one h a n d ,
and superior t e c h n o l o g y (the 'Gun') on the o t h e r , w i t h i n the
f r o n t i e r z o n e , is to s u s t a i n the frontier m y t h . F i r s t l y , the
f r o n t i e r zone was not a place of endemic v i o l e n c e ( i r o n i c a l l y the
original travels of C o e t z e e were not violent in the way they are
in the n o v e l , if at a l l 6 2 ) ; and secondly it was not n e c e s s a r i l y a
place of e x c e s s i v e l y comical p r o p o r t i o n s . This myth of the f r o n -
tier as a place of comedy (and t e r r o r ) is played out in its most
d o m e s t i c a t e d forms in the A m e r i c a n w e s t e r n and locally in D o m a n
(Dam?) versus the f r o n t i e r s m e n . 6 3 In other w o r d s , to reduce the
e r o s i o n of i n d i g e n o u s political power to a t r a g i - c o m i c scene like
this is to 'divert a t t e n t i o n from the c o m p l e x i t y of the p a s t ' , so
as to 'mask those a s p e c t s of the present w h i c h serve to s u s t a i n
the p a s t ' . 6 4 The t e c h n o l o g i c a l r e s i s t a n c e of K h o i , San and
G r i q u a , for e x a m p l e , did not only take the form of w a r f a r e , but
when it did it was not simply a case of bows and a r r o w s a g a i n s t
g u n s , indians v s . c o w b o y s . There is e v i d e n c e of g u n s , horses and
the i n t e g r a t i o n into a money e c o n o m y , w h i c h were used by the
K h o i , S a n and G r i q u a to defend their p o l i t i c a l a u t o n o m y
' S a v a g e s ' did have g u n s . In other w o r d s t e c h n o l o g y was not e t h n i -
cally divided as t r a d i t i o n a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y leads us to b e l i e v e ,
b e c a u s e social a l l i a n c e s were fluid in the 18 c e n t u r y . M o r e o v e r ,
relegating indigenous r e s i s t a n c e to the p e r i p h e r y (as part of the
w i l d e r n e s s ) is in itself an i d e o l o g i c al — political — choice
(and a choice which the author is not exempt f r o m ) . T h i s is how
J a c o b u s C o e t z e e (and Dr S.J. C o e t z e e ) would want it:
Now that the gun has a r r i v e d among them the native tribes
are d o o m e d , not only b e c a u s e the gun will kill them in large
numbers but because they y e a r n i n g for it will a l i e n a t e them
from the w i l d e r n e s s . Every t e r r i t o r y through w h i c h I m a r c h
with my gun becomes a t e r r i t o r y cast loose from the past and
bound to the f u t u r e . 6 5
K h o i s a n resistance was both s o p h i s t i c a t e d and far from over in
1 7 6 0 / 1 . 6 6 This is p a r t i a l l y a c k n o w l e d g e d by Dr S.J. C o e t z e e —
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lthe Namaqua...did not break until 1907*67 — and yet because of
the way he is presented one can never take him seriously:
At one of their halts (August 18) the expedition left
behind: the ashes of the night fire...oxhide rope; tobacco
ash; and a musket b a l l . . . Rope and bones were eaten by a
hyena on August 2 2 . . . The musket ball was not there on
August 18, 1933.68
Although the second narrative (all four documents) introduces
many facets, and various complexities, of indigenous resistance
it is nevertheless the product of an illiterate frontiersman, a
'Castle hack', an unreliable historian (and self-effacing
t r a n s l a t o r ) . One of the obvious features of the narrative is the
clear and impelling ridicule of certain types of historical
fetish and the type of penetration (intellectual or o t h e r w i s e )
which is unable to tell the bark from the tree; as for example in
this absurd historical record above. And yet because this
ridicule obscures many of the potentially reliable aspects of Dr
S.J. Coetzee's historical record — and because there is clear
overlapping of histories between the various actors in the narra-
tive — we need to question, as we already have, the reliability
of our omnipotent t r a n s l a t o r . However, it is not a question of
who is reliable and who is not — one needs to avoid both the
true/false paradigm of traditional h i s t o r i o g r a p h y 6 9 , and the con-
ception of history as comprising various a c t o r s . We need to look
more closely at the historical elements in the narrative and to
see how they relate to the broader social context to which it
refers, and within which it was w r i t t e n .
For Dr S.J. Coetzee, Jacobus Coetzee is a true frontiersman: he
is regarded as the first 'white' man to cross the Orange River,
for example (it serves the irony of the narrative that he prob-
ably w a s n ' t ) . 7 0 Jacobus C o e t z e e , as a frontiersman, is likewise
individualist and anarchic — 'suspicious of and hostile to the
authority of government', and with a 'wasteful attitude to land',
life and property: 'I glutted myself on a day of bloodlust and
anarchy whose story would fill another book, an assault on
colonial property...'71 He is, in turn, portrayed as embodying
all the racial attitudes of the frontier — the indigenous people
are regarded as either servants or enemies (or b o t h ) :
I am an explorer. My essence is to open what is closed, to
bring light to what is dark. If the Hottentots comprise an
immense world of delight, it is an impenetrable world, im-
penetrable to men like me, who must either skirt it, which
is to evade our mission, or clear it out of the way. As for
my servants, rootless people lost forever to their own cul-
ture and dressed now in nothing but the rags of their
m a s t e r s , I know with certainty that their life held nothing
but anxiety, resentment, and debauch... They died the day I
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c a s t t h e m o u t o f m y h e a d . 7 2
T h i s a t t i t u d e , L e g a s s i c k r e m i n d s u s , w a s n e i t h e r p r e s e n t i n t h e
1 8 c e n t u r y , n o r , w h e n p r e s e n t l a t e r o n , s i m p l y o n t h e f r o n t i e r
a l o n e . 7 3
F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e f r o n t i e r h a s b e e n r e g a r d e d a s a p l a c e of i i b e r -
a t i o n 7 4 ; a n d a s a p l a c e ( f o r t h e s e t t l e r s ) v o i d ' o f l a n g u a g e ,
l o g i c a n d r u l e s : 'I p l a y e d a g a i n s t a n i n d i f f e r e n t u n i v e r s e , i n -
v e n t i n g r u l e s a s I w e n t . ' 7 5 It i s o n t h e f r o n t i e r t h a t ' P l a a t j e
t h e n e w l y a r t i c u l a t e ' c o m e s i n t o h i s o w n . 7 6 L i k e w i s e it i s o h t h e
f r o n t i e r — t h e m a g i c a l z o n e in w h i c h w e h a v e t h e ' t r a n s f o r m a t i o n
o f s a v a g e i n t o e n i g m a t i c f o l l o w e r ' 7 7 o r s e t t l e r i n t o ' w h i t e
B u s h m a n ' 7 8 — t h a t J a c o b u s C o e t z e e is f o r c e d t o u n d e r g o t h e f r o n -
t i e r e x p e r i e n c e . J a c o b u s C o e t z e e f a i l s t o b e n e f i t f r o m t h e e x -
p e r i e n c e n o t b e c a u s e t h e f r o n t i e r d o e s n o t o f f e r i t , b u t b e c a u s e
he is t h e t y p e of m a n he i s : c o l o n i a l a n d d e l u d e d . L i k e t h e h i s -
t o r i c a l p r o c e s s w h i c h h e r e p r e s e n t s h e is ' a n a r r o g a n t a b s t r a c t -
i o n ' 7 9 , d i v o r c e d f r o m n a t u r e :
A s t h e o t h e r s e n s e s g r o w n u m b or d u m b m y e y e s f l e x a n d e x -
t e n d t h e m s e l v e s . I b e c o m e s a s p h e r i c a l r e f l e c t i n g e y e m o v i n g
t h r o u g h t h e w i l d e r n e s s a n d i n g e s t i n g i t . D e s t r o y e r o f t h e
w i l d e r n e s s , I m o v e t h r o u g h t h e l a n d c u t t i n g a d e v o u r i n g p a t h
f r o m h o r i z o n t o h o r i z o n . . . I a m a l l t h a t I s e e . 8 0
M o r e o v e r , t h e s e c o l o n i a l d e l u s i o n s a r e b r o u g h t t o l i g h t b y h i s
e x p e r i e n c e o n t h e f r o n t i e r ( p a r t o f t h e f r o n t i e r m y t h is t h a t t h e
s e t t l e r w a y o f l i f e c o u l d n o t b e a c c o m m o d a t e d b y t h e f r o n t i e r ) .
W e , t o o , a r e m a d e t o s h a r e i n t h e d e l u s i o n s o f t h e w e s t e r n
c o l o n i a l e x p e r i e n c e . K l a w e r ' s d e a t h is r e c o r d e d t w i c e . T h i s i s a
d e l i b e r a t e p r o f a n i n g o f b o t h t h e h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e
( p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m , s c i e n c e a n d o b j e c t i v i t y ) a n d t h e s a n c t i t y o f
d e a t h (a k i n d o f n a t u r a l r e l i g i o s i t y ) : b o t h p r o f a n i t i e s , it w o u l d
s e e m , a r e s y m p t o m a t i c , f o r t h e a u t h o r , o f t h e u n d e f i n e d a n d
e g o c e n t r i c p o w e r o f t h e c o l o n i a l m a s t e r ( w h i c h f i n d s i t s l o g i c a l
c o n c l u s i o n i n t h e f a c e l e s s C o e t z e e o f t h e f i r s t n a r r a t i v e ) . W i t h
t h e d o u b l e d e a t h o f K l a w e r w e a r e b r o u g h t t o f o c u s o n t h e w a y
m a s t e r y o v e r h i s t o r y ( b r o a d l y c o n c e i v e d of a s n a t u r e ) a n d f i c t i o n
( i n p a r t a r e t u r n t o a n e s s e n t i a l l a n g u a g e ) , o v e r l a p :
If i n d i v i d u a l s h o l d p o t e n t i a l m a s t e r y o v e r t h e r e a l w o r l d ,
it f o l l o w s t h a t a f i c t i o n w h i c h is c o n c e r n e d t o p r o m o t e t h i s
m a s t e r y m a y s e t a n e x a m p l e i n i t s o w n d o m a i n . R e a l i t y m u s t
b e m a s t e r e d , r e n d e r e d a m e n a b l e i n e v e r y f a c e t . 8 1
It is t h e i n h e r e n t c o r r u p t i o n of p o w e r a n d t h e i m p o t e n c e o f t h i s
t y p e o f m a s t e r y w h i c h J.rt. C o e t z e e r e t u r n s t o a g a i n a n d a g a i n .
M o r e o v e r , e m b e d d e d i n t h e n o v e l is a l e v e l of i n q u i r y w h i c h i n -
c l u d e s q u e s t i o n s a b o u t h i s t o r i c a l t e c h n i q u e , f a r e x a m p l e , w h o s e
a n s w e r s , l i k e t h e c o n u n d r u m o f K l a w e r ' s d e a t h , a r e t h e r e p e r -
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m a n e n t l y to t e a s e r e a d e r , c r i t i c and h i s t o r i a n a l i k e . C o e t z e e ' s
m o d e r n i s m is m e a n t to r e m a i n e n i g m a t i c a n d i m p e r v i o u s to c e r t a i n
q u e s t i o n s . H i s t o r y , like l a n g u a g e , is p r e s e n t e d as c o r r u p t e d :
f i c k l e and e n i g m a t i c . To d e l i b e r a t e u p o n K l a w e r ' s d o u b l e d e a t h ,
h o w e v e r , is to be c a u g h t up w i t h i n a s i m i l a r p r o b l e m a t i c w h i c h
r e p e a t s itself for J.M. C o e t z e e — a p r o b l e m a t i c c o n c e r n e d w i t h
the c r i s i s of ( b o u r g e o i s ) r e a l i s m a n d h i s t o r y . We need to q u e s -
tion the very t e n e t s u p o n w h i c h this p r o b l e m a t i c is b a s e d , in o r -
der to work t h r o u g h it:
It is, I t h i n k s y m p t o m a t i c of C o e t z e e ' s l i b e r a l petty b o u r -
g e o i s class p o s i t i o n and s e l f - i d e n t i f i c a t i o n that his f i c -
tion r e v e a l s an e n o r m o u s p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h p r o b l e m s of
c o n s c i o u s n e s s . . . S y m p t o m a t i c , in that C o e t z e e i n d i c a t e s in
this way his c r i t i c a l a l i e n a t i o n from the d o m i n a n t i n t e r e s t s
in W e s t e r n s o c i e t y , and at the s a m e t i m e his i n a b i l i t y to
m a k e a m a t e r i a l c h a n g e of r o l e , of i d e n t i t y , on the b a s i s of
this c r i t i c a l a w a r e n e s s : he r e m a i n s % a part of the s y s t e m ' .
H e n c e , the p r o m i n e n c e g i v e n to an a g o n i s e d d u a l i t y e x -
p e r i e n c e d in t e r m s of c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 8 2
Part of C o e t z e e ' s ' a g o n i s e d d u a l i t y ' is e x p r e s s e d in c e r t a i n a s -
s u m p t i o n s s u r r o u n d i n g c o l o n i a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ; a s s u m p t i o n s , as we
h a v e s e e n , like that of the f r o n t i e r . The f r o n t i e r has a c e r t a i n
n a t u r a l n e s s a b o u t it w h i c h C o e t z e e f i n d s both a t t r a c t i v e a n d
p o t e n t i a l l y i n v i g o r a t i n g . It is a l s o seen as a place of i s o l a t i o n
and e n d e m i c v i o l e n c e w h e r e s e t t l e r s cannot l i v e . In a l i g n m e n t
w i t h p r o g r e s s i v e h i s t o r i c a l f o r c e s our w a y out of this p r o b l e m -
a t i c , of this ' a g o n i s e d d u a l i t y ' , is t h r o u g h f o r e g r o u n d i n g c e r -
tain ( m y t h i c a l ) a s s u m p t i o n s c o n c e r n i n g S o u t h A f r i c a n c o l o n i a l
h i s t o r y ; p a r t i c u l a r l y , in our c a s e , t h o s e c o n c e r n i n g the r o l e of
the f r o n t i e r ( c l o s e - s e t and r a c i s t ) as a way of o b s c u r i n g
' p o s s i b l e o p t i o n s open to the s o c i e t y ' ; o p t i o n s w h i c h , a c c o r d i n g
to L e g a s s i c k , the G r i q u a (among o t h e r s ) o f f e r e d . S 3 O n e of t h e s e
' p o s s i b l e o p t i o n s ' in the n o v e l , as we -will s e e , is the s t o r y of
A d a m W i j n a n d , who is m e n t i o n e d in the o p e n i n g of the n a r r a t i v e ,
t h e n i g n o r e d .
A c c o r d i n g to t r a d i t i o n a l t h i n k i n g the f r o n t i e r was a place of e x -
c l u s i o n ( s o c i e t i e s d e v e l o p e d c l o s e d s t r u c t u r e s in o r d e r to e x -
clude f o r e i g n i n f l u e n c e s ) . H o w e v e r , a c c o r d i n g to L e g a s s i c k , the
f r o n t i e r was a l s o a place of i n c l u s i o n :
F i r s t l y . . . a t t e n t i o n has been d e v o t e d e x c l u s i v e l y to the
w h i t e f r o n t i e r s m e n at the e x p e n s e of n o n - w h i t e s who b e c a m e
an i n t e g r a l part of the f r o n t i e r s o c i e t y . S e c o n d l y ...it is
pure r o m a n t i c i s m to s u p p o s e that the ' s t r u g g l e ' on the f r o n -
tier is any m o r e i n t e n s e than in the ' s e t t l e d s o c i e t y * . F u r -
t h e r m o r e the s u g g e s t i o n that r e l a t i o n s of the w h i t e s w i t h
n o n - w h i t e s w e r e p u r e l y t h o s e of s t r u g g l e n e g l e c t s e l e m e n t s
of c o o p e r a t i o n a n d a c c u l t u r a t i o n C a s s i m i l a t i o n ] . . . F i n a l l y ,
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it would be most surprising if over the wide area of the
d i a s p o r a , so thinly settled by w h i t e s / there should have
emerged such a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s and cohesive community as m a n y
have suggested.84-
For L e g a s s i c k there are b a s i c a l l y three m i s c o n c e p t i o n s in t r a d i -
tional h i s t o r i o g r a p h y . F i r s t l y , h i s t o r i a n s h a v e , t r a d i t i o n a l l y ,
focused exclusively on the 'white f r o n t i e r s m e n ' . Settler history
is the record of colonial p e n e t r a t i o n ; or as J a c o b u s C o e t z e e
would have it: 'I continued with my e x p l o r a t i o n s of the H o t t e n -
t o t s , trying to find a place for them in my h i s t o r y ' . 8 5 D u s k l a n d s
is a ' c o l o n i a l ' n a r r a t i v e : its whole conception revolves around
settler concerns -- it cannot be anything else (nor does it
pretend to b e ) : J.M. C o e t z e e : '...our experience remains e s s e n -
tially c o l o n i a l ' . 8 6 And a l t h o u g h one can not confuse the n a r r a -
tive of Jacobus Coetzee (edited by Dr S.J. C o e t z e e ) with the
t r a n s l a t i o n by J.M. C o e t z e e , what they do have in common is their
dominant concern with the 'white f r o n t i e r s m e n ' . The second m i s -
conception concerns the r e l a t i o n s h i p between racial e x c l u s i v i t y
and v i o l e n c e : racial rigidity does not mean greater v i o l e n c e , nor
does less rigidity mean less violence — the 18 century was
violent (criminal s e n t e n c e s , for e x a m p l e , included d r o w n i n g ,
c r u c i f i x i o n . . . ) , but this violence though different was not
n e c e s s a r i l y greater than t o d a y ' s . This is not to say that the
very process of colonial d i s p o s s e s s i o n was not violent — there
is ample evidence of numerous 'cruel and b i t t e r ' s t r u g g l e s . The
point is that violence itself has an historical m e a n i n g , and can-
not simply be m e a s u r e d q u a n t i t a t i v e l y :
To protect t h e m s e l v e s a g a i n s t . . . d e p r a d a t i o n s , farmers had
organized t h e m s e l v e s into p r o t e c t i v e commandos whose purpose
it was to create a neutral zone or free belt between the
farms and the wilds in which the B u s h m e n roamed. Lacking the
resources to police this z o n e , the instrument they r e l u c -
tantly adopted to keep it free was t e r r o r . 8 7
F u r t h e r m o r e v i o l e n c e , a c c o r d i n g to L e g a s s i c k , was not n e c e s s a r i l y
more intense on the frontier than in 'settled s o c i e t y ' . The f r o n -
tier ' z o n e " — the 'free belt between the farms and the w i l d s " —
was not simply a place of 'terror'. Nor can one assume that the
r e l a t i o n s h i p between the settlers and colonized people was
n a t u r a l l y an a u t h o r i t a r i a n and despotic one; nor can we assume
that settler responses on the frontier were necessarily e x a g -
gerated and o v e r - c o n f i d e n t in the 18 century. Setting the novel
on the f r o n t i e r , with an emphasis on the inherent violence and
u n r e a l i t y t h e r e , again reinforces traditional a s s u m p t i o n s regard-
ing the frontier as an e x p l a n a t i o n of the South A f r i c a n social
(racial) f o r m a t i o n . COne of the priorities for J.M. Coetzee t h e n ,
could be a rethinking of his f i c t i o n s ' d e s i g n : o b s c u r e , isolated
s e t t i n g s have their ideological d r a w b a c k s ! ] T h i r d l y , the. frontier
(which does exist) was neither static nor h o m o g e n e o u s l y w h i t e . In
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the northwest Cape, for example, the ' B a s t a r d s ' owned land. S o -
cial relations, to repeat, were fluid — cooperation and a s -
similation existed.
Another facet of contemporary racial concerns being projected
onto the past can be seen in the different kinds of treatment
handed out to the Khoi and San in the n a r r a t i v e :
For the afterlife they Cthe H o t t e n t o t s ] have no feeling at
a l l . Even the wild Bushman who believes he will hunt the
eland among the stars has more religion. The Hottentot is
locked into the present. He does not care where he comes
from or where he is going.
The Bushman is a different creature, a wild animal with
an animal's s o u l . . . 8 8
Both the Khoi and San occupied one of the lower rungs of the
Great Chain of Being in the 18 century — they occupied the
nether regions (between man and a n i m a l ) . H o w e v e r , the Khoi -- who
were to be assimilated as the Khaisan later on — have been
viewed negatively in colonial history; whereas the San have been
treated, relatively speaking, with a certain amount of respect
(see Laurens van der P o s t ) . 8 9 In traditional literature the San
have a certain (moral) positiveness which the Khoi lack. The San
have been regarded by historians as having put up a certain stub-
born resistance to the settler which the Khoi never a c h i e v e d 9 0 :
'These people C H o t t e n t o t s ] could be ignored.'91 This of course
was not the case. The San unlike the Khoisan (who were to be a s -
similated as the so-called C a p e . c o l o u r e d p e o p l e ) ,
never formed a significant part of the colonial labour supp-
ly. And now that they pose no threat either as an external
enemy or an internal proletariat, it is perhaps easier to
view their activities in a positive, if not heroic, light.
Part of this is surely also a hangover from the crude Social
Darwinism of the nineteenth century, which had no room for
the victims of history: in general, people who raided and
enslaved their neighbours were 'infinitely preferable to
those who allowed themselves to be e n s l a v e d ' . 9 2
The narrative never escapes these rudimentary 19 century percept-
ions: one 'Social D a r w i n i s t ' , the other to do with the K h o i s a n as
the future Cape coloured labour supply — 'They Cthe ' H o t t e n t o t s ]
lacked all will, they were born s l a v e s . ' 9 3 Plaatje is singled out
for special treatment in the narrative — he is not only 'newly
a r t i c u l a t e ' but his death, which is 'unkindly botched' by Jacobus
C o e t z e e , is also focussed upon. Plaatje is singled out partially
because of the kind of resistance he displays (though certain to
be c u r t a i l e d ) . In light of 19 century historiography he, unlike
the Tamboers who 'went without protest, nonentities swept away on
the tide of h i s t o r y ' 9 4 , is not the "victim of h i s t o r y ' . He is
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n a t u r a l l y noble b e c a u s e he does not a l l o w h i m s e l f to be
' e n s l a v e d ' . M o r e o v e r , J a c o b u s C o e t z e e ' s d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n the
' t a m e ' and ' w i l d ' ' H o t t e n t o t ' (in w h i c h the latter are a b e t t e r
b r e e d ) , is a d i s t i n c t i o n b a s e d u p o n the s t r u c t u r a l p o s i t i o n w h i c h
the K h o i s a n have g e n e r a l l y o c c u p i e d (as l a b o u r ) in r e l a t i o n s h i p
to s e t t l e d s o c i e t y . The ' w i l d ' ' H o t t e n t o t * is p r e f e r a b l e to the
' t a m e ' ' H o t t e n t o t ' b e c a u s e he or she is m o r e n a t u r a l (that i s ,
less of a t h r e a t as ' e i t h e r e x t e r n a l e n e m y or i n t e r n a l
p r o l e t a r i a t ' ) :
I s h o u l d d o u b t l e s s i n t e r p o l a t e h e r e s o m e t h i n g a b o u t m a n in
his w i l d s t a t e . Let me only say that the w i l d H o t t e n t o t s
s t o o d or sat w i t h an a s s u r a n c e my H o t t e n t o t s l a c k e d , an a s -
s u r a n c e p l e a s i n g to the e y e . A H o t t e n t o t g a i n s m u c h by c o n -
tact w i t h c i v i l i z a t i o n but one c a n n o t d e n y that he a l s o
l o s e s s o m e t h i n g . . . Put him in C h r i s t i a n c l o t h e s a n d he
b e g i n s to c r i n g e , his s h o u l d e r s b e n d , his eyes s h i f t . . . He
b e c o m e s a f a l s e c r e a t u r e . I say this of all ta m e H o t t e n t o t s ,
g o o d ones like K l a w e r and s p o i l e d ones like D i k k o p . T h e y
h a v e no i n t e g r i t y , t h e y a r e a c t o r s . W h e r e a s a w i l d
H o t t e n t o t . . . one who has lived all his life in a s t a t e of
n a t u r e , has his H o t t e n t o t i n t e g r i t y . He sits s t r a i g h t , he
s t a n d s s t r a i g h t , he looks y o u in the e y e . 9 5
G e n e r a l l y the K h o i s a n h a v e b e e n p r e s e n t e d in a p a t r o n i s i n g w a y ,
a l m o s t as c h i l d r e n , not to be t a k e n s e r i o u s l y ( ' i g n o r e d ' ) , in
S o u t h A f r i c a n h i s t o r y — as t h e r e w a s no room for the ' v i c t i m s of
h i s t o r y ' in the 19 c e n t u r y , nor is t h e r e s p a c e in our h i s t o r y for
a r i s i n g ' i n t e r n a l p r o l e t a r i a t ' .
T h e i d e o l o g i c a l p e r c e p t i o n of m e n in t h e i r n a t u r a l s t a t e — in
w h i c h c o n s c i o u s n e s s is r a c i a l l y d e f i n e d — is u n d e r p i n n e d by
a n o t h e r s i g n i f i c a n t d i m e n s i o n in D u s k l a n d s , a n d that is the
p r e s e n c e of a n a t u r a l and r a t i o n a l c a p i t a l i s t e c o n o m y in the
n a r r a t i v e . T h i s can be s e e n in the w a y J.M. C o e t z e e ' s f i c t i o n ,
s p e c i f i c a l l y in its p a r t i c u l a r f o r m of p o l i t i c a l a n d e c o n o m i c
a n a l y s i s , m i r r o r s ( w i t h i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e s ) the a l t e r n a t i v e
l i b e r a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y of the O x f o r d H i s t o r y of S o u t h A f r i c a w i t h
its e m p h a s i s on the logic or n a t u r a l n e s s of the m a r k e t :
A c e n t r a l t h e m e in this s c h o o l Illiberal h i s t o r i a n s w h o
produced the Oxford History of South African has been the
e x p a n s i o n of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s of t r a d e ( o r , in o t h e r
w o r d s , of c o m m o d i t y e x c h a n g e ) as the mo d e t h r o u g h w h i c h
' c o o p e r a t i v e ' r e l a t i o n s h i p s w e r e e s t a b l i s h e d b e t w e e n the
C a p e C o l o n y and i n d i g e n o u s s o c i e t i e s , and t h r o u g h w h i c h a
' n e w ' S o u t h A f r i c a n s o c i e t y came into b e i n g . The task of
t h i s s c h o o l , t h e r e f o r e , has b e e n to e x p l a i n how the h a r m o n y
g e n e r a t e d by t r a d e has b e c o m e ' d i s t o r t e d ' into h i s t o r i c a n d
c o n t e m p o r a r y f o r m s of racial c o n f l i c t . 9 6
20
This historiography — which has its roots in the writings of de
Kiewiet and Macmillan — has focused on trade and cooperative ex-
change relationships between colonizers and the colonized. Its
assumption is that 'the exchange of commodities generates
relationships between men as equals'; the corollary being that
inequality develops when these exchange relationships are
hindered by racialism, or by the trying physical environment of
the frontier, for example.'97
J.M. Coetzee introduces certain economic motives in Dusklands --
something which is easily overlooked (because they seem
peripheral to the movement of the fiction):
Our commerce with the wild is a tireless enterprise of turn-
ing it into orchard and farm. When we cannot fence it and
count it we reduce it to numbers by other means...98
The word 'commerce' is used here in its 17 century meaning of
"interaction" to do with trade.99 There is in the novel this
deliberate fashioning of the narrative's language. However, we
need to look briefly at liberal economic theory in order to iden-
tify the general underlying economic language of Dusklands. Me
need to know why economic principles take on natural colourings,
and why, on the other hand, it is possible to see them as his--
tori cally specifi c.
For our purposes, liberal economic theory has been challenged by
revisionist marxists on the basis of Marx's • central economic
principle: the double meaning embodied by labour in the exchange
of commodities.100 Inequality — crudely the difference between
use and surplus value — arises when labour is paid less than the
value it produces. Inequality implies, in turn, undardevelopment
(exploitation):
...hand in hand with the increasing productivity of labour
goes...the cheapening of the labourer, therefore a higher
rate of surplus-value, even when the real wages are
rising...101
Labourer produces surplus value which is then appropriated (in
the name of profit) by the owners of the means of production.. For
liberal economists, however, the laws of economic production
(called development) are linear and quantitative: the more money
one generates the better off everybody will be. The laws of the
market are natural (in that they are able counter conscious
manipulation), and naturally beneficial to all: dissatisfaction
results from low wages, poor living standards... In other words,
in 'hard times' everybody suffers (such is the argument against
punitive sanctions today); but more importantly this leads to
'social discontent and political instabi1ity.'102
E1
T h e n a r r a t i v e w o r k s w i t h i n ( t h o u g h a l i e n a t e d f r o m a n d t h e r e f o r e
c r i t i c a l o f ) t h i s e c o n o m i c r a t i o n a l i t y . J a c o b u s C o e t z e e a r t i c u -
l a t e s it in t h e f o r m o f a m i x t u r e o f h a r d - w o n c o m m o n s e n s e , a n d
s e t t l e r a r r o g a n c e : ' E v e r y w h e r e d i f f e r e n c e s g r o w s m a l l e r a s t h e y
c o m e u p a n d w e go d o w n . . . I n h a r d t i m e s h o w c a n d i f f e r e n c e s b e
m a i n t a i n e d ? ' . 1 0 3 J . M . C o e t z e e is c r i t i c a l of J a c o b u s C o e t z e e ' s
e l i t i s m ; h i s d e s i r e t o m a i n t a i n s o c i a l ' d i f f e r e n c e s ' . H o w e v e r ,
t h e c e n t r a l e c o n o m i c ( c a p i t a l i s t ) r a t i o n a l i t y is s i i l l t h e r e : s o -
c i a l d i f f e r e n c e s a r e d i c t a t e d b y t h e o v e r a l l m o v e m e n t o f t h e
e c o n o m y a n d n o t b y t h e p a r t i c u l a r m e c h a n i s m s o f t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n
( o r a p p r o p r i a t i o n ) of w e a l t h w i t h i n i t . F u r t h e r m o r e , i n e q u a l i t y
c a n r e s u l t f r o m c o n s c i o u s m a n i p u l a t i o n b y p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t
g r o u p s — c a r t e l s o r s i m p l y s e t t l e r s . C T o b l a m e t h e w h o l e c o l o n -
i a l e n t e r p r i s e o n s e t t l e r a p p e t i t i v e n e s s o r o n s o m e t h i n g a s a m o r -
p h o u s a s w e s t e r n e x p a n s i o n i s m , i s , l i k e w i s e , t o o v e r l o o k t h e h i s -
t o r i c a l l y s p e c i f i c e c o n o m i c f o r c e s a t w o r k w i t h i n t h e s o c i e t y . D
S o c i a l d i f f e r e n c e s s i m p l y ' f a l l a w a y ' w h e n t h e e c o n o m y c o l l a p s e s
( a n d p a r a d o x i c a l l y t h e y a l s o ' f a l l a w a y ' i n g o o d t i m e s b e c a u s e
e v e r y b o d y b e n e f i t s ) . It w o u l d s e e m t h a t it is i n s p i t e o f s e t t l e r
p o l i c i e s t h a t t h e c a p i t a l i s t e c o n o m y r e m a i n s n a t u r a l : it k n o w s n o
c o l o u r , it f a v o u r s no s p e c i f i c g r o u p . 1 0 4 A d a m U i j n a n d , a b a s t a r d ,
b e c o m e s a ' r i c h m a n w i t h t e n t h o u s a n d h e a d o f c a t t l e . . . ' 1 0 3
J a c o b u s C o e t z e e is c r i t i c a l of h o w A d a m W i j n a n d b e c a m e w e a l t h y ,
b u t it is a c r i t i c i s m w h i c h h a s l i t t l e t o d o w i t h a r t i c u l a t i n g
t h e l a w s o f e c o n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t a s m u c h a s it h a s t o d o w i t h e x -
p o s i n g h i s o w n m o r a l a r r o g a n c e , a n d g e n e r a l s e t t l e r a p p e t i t a t i v e -
n e s s . H o w e v e r , w h a t i n t e r e s t s u s is t h e c o m m o n b o n d , t h e u n c o n -
s c i o u s a g r e e m e n t , b e t w e e n n a r r a t o r , n a t i o n a l h i s t o r i a n a n d e a r l y
s e t t l e r ( a n d r e a d e r ? ) c o n c e r n i n g t h e w a y w e a l t h is g e n e r a t e d a n d
h o w it i m p i n g e s u p o n s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s .
L i b e r a l e c o n o m i c t h e o r y a s s u m e s t h a t e c o n o m i c p r o g r e s s b e n e f i t s
a l l a n d r e d u c e s ( p a r t i c u l a r l y i n o u r c a s e , r a c i a l ) d i f f e r e n c e s .
H o w e v e r , w e a r e n e v e r t o l d w h y a s p e c i f i c e c o n o m i c w a y o f l i f e
s h o u l d t a k e o n r a c i a l o v e r t o n e s :
It is t r u e t h a t , a t o n e l e v e l , t h e e x c h a n g e o f c o m m o d i t i e s
g e n e r a t e s r e l a t i o n s h i p s b e t w e e n m e n a s e q u a l s . If t h i s i s
t h e o n l y l e v e l a t w h i c h e x c h a n g e is s e e n , t h e n a l l c o n f l i c t
m u s t be v i e w e d a s a p r o d u c t of r e l a t i o n s h i p s c r e a t e d a n d
d e v e l o p e d o u t s i d e t h e m a r k e t . B u t , f o r M a r x , c o m m o d i t y e x -
c h a n g e w a s n o t a u n i v e r s a l m o d e o f s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p , b u t
a h i s t o r i c a l m o d e . I t s a p p e a r a n c e p r o g r e s s i v e l y d i s g u i s e d
a n d f e t i s h e d t h e s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f c l a s s w h i c h it
e x p r e s s e d . I t s a p p e a r a n c e , i n d e e d , c o u l d b e s a i d t o h a v e
c r e a t e d t h e p o t e n t i a l f o r r e l a t i o n s o f c l a s s e x p l o i t a t i o n
a n d d o m i n a t i o n t o t a k e o n ' r a c i a l ' f o r m s . 1 0 6
J . M . C o e t z e e o p e r a t e s w i t h i n l i b e r a l e c o n o m i c t h e o r y : b e c a u s e e x -
c h a n g e is o n l y v i e w e d a s g e n e r a t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s b e t w e e n m e n a s
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equal, conflict is expressed as taking place outside the market.
Even the hunting expedition seens void of economic motives; it
appears as a highly abstract mental exercise — the hunters hunt
for 'metaphysical meat'. When economic motives are made explicit
they take place either as fable or as an expression of a certain
psychological state:
...the wizard, the contest of magic, the celestial almanac,
darkness at noon, victory, an amusing but tedious reign as
tribal demi-god, return to civilization with numerous en-
tourage of cattle...107
It would seem that because the relationship between economic mo-
tives and imperial behaviour is largely unexplored (and therefore
mystified), social interaction on the frontier is regarded as
simply bizarre or purely violent. Social relations, in other
words, are an expression of some psychotic mental state. Added to
this, racial divisions, for J.M. Coetzee, are simply carried over
from the psychological complexities of the master/slave relation-
ship — a relationship which seems, ironically, to take place
outside the market: that is, outside the economic terrain of
service!
Moreover, the relationship between master and slave is seen
purely as a hierarchical and violent one; and yet the political
context in which this coercive relationship takes place, is
largely ignored. The reason why the master/slave relationship was
violent was because 'political coercion rather . than the market
Cwas3 used to create an adequate labour force'108: the resistance
to slavery (and proletarianisation) had to be broken physically.
The rivalry, as we will see, between Klawer and Dikkop, appears
to be not so much a result of intra-class struggles (vying for
limited political and economic resources within the context of
political coercion and market forces) but, in the distorted words
of Jacobus Coetzee, of having lost their 'Hottentot integrity'
through "contact with civilization'. The particular historical
conditions of social conflict are collapsed into an abstract
sweep of race, nature and history. Furthermore, class relations
(which the social relations of commodity exchange e x p r e s s ) , are
'disguised and fetished' in the novel by the the depiction of so-
cial relations as racial-historical in essence. In other words,
the very forces of 'class exploitation and domination' are
obscured by the broad, and inaccurate, racial-historical concerns
of the novel.
Economic motives, then, seem to have a silent presence throughout
the narrative: silent in the sense that explicit economic motives
(censored from the original documents) appear as peripheral to,
or abstracted from, the movement of the story; and present in the
sense that a tangible economic rationality nevertheless pervades
the narrative:
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M o s t f r o n t i e r s m e n h a v e h a d e x p e r i e n c e o f B u s h m a n g i r l s . T h e y
c a n b e s a i d t o s p o i l o n e f o r o n e ' s o w n k i n d . D u t c h g i r l s
c a r r y a n a u r a o f p r o p e r t y w i t h t h e m . T h e y a r e f i r s t o f a l l
p r o p e r t y t h e m s e l v e s : t h e y b r i n g n o t o n l y s o m a n y p o u n d s o f
w h i t e f l e s h b u t a l s o s o m a n y m o r g e n o f l a n d a n d s o m a n y h e a d
o f c a t t l e a n d s o m a n y s e r v a n t s , a n d t h e n a n a r m y o f f a t h e r s
a n d m o t h e r s a n d b r o t h e r s a n d s i s t e r s . Y o u l o s e y o u r f r e e d o m .
B y c o n n e c t i n g y o u r s e l f t o t h e g i r l y o u c o n n e c t y o u r s e l f i n t o
a s y s t e m o f p r o p e r t y r e l a t i o n s h i p s . 1 0 9
T h e r e is a c l e a r e n g a g e m e n t i n t h e n a r r a t i v e w i t h t h e s o c i a l i m -
p l i c a t i o n s o f e x p l o i t a t i o n t h r o u g h ' p r o p e r t y r e l a t i o n s h i p s ' a s
e x p r e s s e d i n m a r r i a g e , f o r e x a m p l e ; b u t it i s a n e n g a g e m e n t w h i c h
r e v o l v e s a r o u n d t h e p s y c h o l o g y o f ' f r e e d o m ' a n d t h e N i e t z s c h i a n
d e s i r e f o r ' p o w e r ' : ' G o d , I w a n t t o b e a l o n e . " 1 1 0 C B o t h t h e p o s -
s e s s i v e n e s s a n d r e s t l e s s n e s s o f t h e f r o n t i e r s m a n a r e a n o t h e r
d i m e n s i o n o f t h e f r o n t i e r m y t h . ] J a c o b u s C o e t z e e , i n l i n e w i t h
t r a d i t i o n a l c o n c e p t i o n s o f t h e f r o n t i e r a s f o s t e r i n g i n -
d i v i d u a l i s m w h i c h b o r d e r s o n a n a r c h y , e x p r e s s e s t h e i m p e r i a l
m a n i a f o r ' f r e e d o m ' a n d p r i v a c y : t h e ' H o t t e n t o t s . . . h a d v i o l a t e d
m y p r i v a c y , a l l m y p r i v a c i e s , f r o m t h e p r i v a c y o f m y p r o p e r t y t o
t h e p r i v a c y o f m y b o d y . T h e y h a d i n t r o d u c e d p o i s o n i n t o m e " . 1 1 1
H o w e v e r , l i t t l e is ( a n d c a n b e ) m a d e o f t h e s e v e r e r e s t r i c t i o n s
o n t r a d e p l a c e d u p o n t h e f r e e b u r g h e r s b y t h e V . O . C . C D u t c h E a s t
I n d i a C o m p a n y ] . I n o t h e r w o r d s it is w i t h t h e i d e a o f f r e e d o m a n d
p r i v a c y ( o r t h e i r i m p o s s i b i l i t y ) w h i c h c o n c e r n s t h e a u t h o r . T h e
r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n p r o p e r t y r e l a t i o n s a n d i m p e r i a l b e h a v i o u r
( J a c o b u s C o e t z e e ' s o b s e s s i o n w i t h f r e e d o m a n d p r i v a c y , f o r
e x a m p l e ) , i s l e f t u n e x p l a i n e d , a n d t h e r e f o r e u n e x p l o r e d . L i k e w i s e
t h e r o l e o f p r o p e r t y r e l a t i o n s i n s h a p i n g t h e f o r m a n d c o n t e n t o f
s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s i n t h e 1 8 c e n t u r y i n g e n e r a l , i s e i t h e r d i s -
t o r t e d o r i g n o r e d .
T h i s ' l a c k o f , o r r a t h e r t h i s s p e c i f i c t y p e o f e c o n o m i c i n t e r -
v e n t i o n ( w h o s e l a w s a r e s e e n n a t u r a l i n t h e w a y t h e y a r e a b l e t o
e x p o s e a n d c o u n t e r a c t c o n s c i o u s s e t t l e r e x p l o i t a t i o n f o r e x a m p l e )
m a y e x p l a i n — t h r o u g h i t s r e l i a n c e o n p s y c h o - s o c i a l a n a l y s i s
t h e p r e s e n c e o f p o p u l a r r a c i a l m y t h s i n t h i s f i c t i o n .
A d a m W i j n a n d C K o k H , s m a l l p o x a n d t h e s t a f f o f o f f i c e
S o c i a l r e l a t i o n s i n t h e s e c o n d n a r r a t i v e c a n b e b e t t e r u n d e r s t o o d
if w e c o n c e n t r a t e u p o n b o t h t h e r e f e r e n c e s t o , a n d d e p a r t u r e s
f r o m , t h e h i s t o r i c a l d o c u m e n t s r e f e r r e d t o i n t h e n a r r a t i v e :
F I V E Y E A R S a g o A d a m W i j n a n d , a B a s t a r d , n o s h a m e i n t h a t ,
p a c k e d u p a n d t r e k k e d t o K o r a n a c o u n t r y . H e h a d h a d h i s
d i f f i c u l t i e s . P e o p l e k n e w w h e r e h e w a s f r o m , t h e y k n e w h i s
m o t h e r w a s a H o t t e n t o t w h o h a d s c r u b b e d t h e f l o o r a n d
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e m p t i e d t h e b u c k e t a n d d o n e a s s h e w a s t o l d t i l l t h e d a y s h e
d i e d . H e w e n t t o t h e K o r a n a , a n d t h e y t o o k h i m i n a n d h e l p e d
h i m , t h e y a r e s i m p l e f o l k . N o w A d a m W i j n a n d , t h a t w o m a n ' s
s o n , is a r i c h m a n w i t h t e n t h o u s a n d h e a d o f c a t t l e , a s m u c h
l a n d a s h e c a n p a t r o l , a s t a b l e f u l o f w o m e n . E v e r y w h e r e d i f -
f e r e n c e s g r o w s m a l l e r a s t h e y c o m e u p a n d w e g o d o w n . . . 1 1 2
' A d a m W i j n a n d ' i s a r e f e r e n c e t o t h e f i r s t G r i q u a t h i e f , A d a m K o k
I, w h o m o v e d f r o m t h e P i q u e t b e r g t o t h e K h a m i e s b e r g ( ' K o r a n a
C o u n t r y ' ) b e t w e e n 1 7 5 1 a n d 1 7 6 0 . H e o s t e n s i b l y w a s f o r c e d t o m o v e
o u t o f t h e B o k k e v e l d b e c a u s e h e m a d e f a l s e c l a i m s a b o u t i n -
d i g e n o u s r a i d s i n , o r n e a r , t h e P i q u e t b e r g . 1 1 3 I s a y o s t e n s i b l y
b e c a u s e t h i s r e a s o n -- t h o u g h b e t t e r t h a n J a c o b u s C o e t z e e ' s d i s -
m i s s i v e h e j u s t ' p a c k e d u p a n d t r e k k e d ' — i g n o r e s t h e s l o w a n d
d e l i b e r a t e p r o c e s s w h e r e b y , i n i t i a l l y t h e V . O . C . , a n d l a t e r t h e
f r e e b u r g h e r s , p e r s u a d e d / f o r c e d n o n - s e t t l e r s ( i n i t i a l l y t h e
K h o i s a n , a n d l a t e r t h e G r i q u a ) o f f t h e i r l a n d .
A d a m K o k I ( A d a m W i j n a n d ) w a s n o t a ' B a s t a r d ' b u t a m a n u m i t t e d
s l a v e w h o w a s g r a n t e d t h e f a r m S t i n k f o n t e i n u n d e r t h e t i t l e o f
H o t t e n t o t b e t w e e n 1 7 5 1 a n d 1 7 6 0 . 1 1 4 T h i s i s a g a i n e v i d e n c e o f a
c e r t a i n r a c i a l c o n f u s i o n i n t h e 1 8 c e n t u r y . T h e n a r r a t o r i n t r o -
d u c e s a n e l e m e n t o f h i s t o r i c a l c o m p l e x i t y b y r e f e r r i n g t o A d a m
W i j n a n d a s a ' B a s t a r d ' :
T h e m e a n i n g o f t h e w o r d ' b a s t a a r d ' o f c o u r s e i n d i c a t e s i l -
l e g i t i m a t e b i r t h . W i t h i n t h e s o c i a l s y s t e m o f t h e C a p e
C o l o n y , h o w e v e r , it a c q u i r e d t w o f u r t h e r m e a n i n g s . I n t h e
f i r s t p l a c e it c a m e t o s p e c i f i c a l l y d e n o t e t h e c h i l d r e n o f
m i x e d p a r e n t a g e , p a r t i c u l a r l y b e t w e e n w h i t e a n d K h o i k h o i ,
b u t a l s o b e t w e e n s l a v e a n d K h o i k h o i . I n i t i a l l y s u c h p e r s o n s
a c q u i r e d a s t i g m a b e c a u s e o f t h e i r i l l e g i t i m a c y a s m u c h a s
t h e i r c o l o u r ; i n d e e d , c h i l d r e n b o r n o u t o f i n t e r - e t h n i c m a r -
r i a g e c o u l d b e m o r e r e a d i l y a b s o r b e d i n t o t h e w h i t e
c o m m u n i t y . M o r e o v e r , t h e t e r m B a s t a r d a p p a r e n t l y d e n o t e d a n
e c o n o m i c c a t e g o r y a s m u c h a s a s o c i a l s t a t u s o f i l l e g i t i m a c y
or c o l o u r . T h u s M a y n i e r d e s c r i b e d t h e B a s t a a r d s a s ' s u c h
H o t t e n t o t s , p a r t i c u l a r l y C i . e . n o t o n l y 3 o f t h e m i x e d r a c e ,
w h o p o s s e s s e d s o m e p r o p e r t y , w e r e m o r e c i v i 1 i s e d ' . 1 1 5
A l t h o u g h A d a m W i j n a n d is i n t r o d u c e d a s a c o m p l e x h i s t o r i c a l
f i g u r e ( h e i s o f m i x e d p a r e n t a g e , o w n s p r o p e r t y a n d i s m o r e
' c i v i l i s e d ' ) , t h e r e i s n e v e r t h e l e s s a p o p u l a r v i e w o f A d a m K o k I,
a s b a s t a r d , g r a f t e d o n t o t h e n a r r a t i v e . T h e p o p u l a r v i e w f i t s i n
i n w i t h t h e ' r a c i a l - h i s t o r i c a l ' d e s i g n o f t r a d i t i o n a l S o u t h
A f r i c a n h i s t o r y , w h i c h a g a i n r e i n f o r c e s a s e n s e o f r a c i a l
r i g i d i t y , i n t h e n o v e l , w h i c h ( t o r e p e a t ) w a s n o t p r e s e n t i n t h e
1 8 c e n t u r y . O n e o f t h e m a n y i r o n i e s i n S o u t h A f r i c a n h i s t o r y i s
t h a t t h e ' B a s t a r d s ' ( o r G r i q u a a s t h e y w e r e l a t e r k n o w n ) a r e a s -
s o c i a t e d w i t h a c l e a r l y d e f i n e d s e n s e o f e t h n i c i t y -- r e f l e c t i n g
t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h e t h n i c i t y h a s b e e n u s e d a s b o t h a s o c i a l
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category of analysis, and as a form of political coercion. This
grafting on of a popular conception of bastard onto the histori-
cal complexity of the narrative can be seen in the way we are in-
troduced to 'Griqua soldiers' later on in the second
narrative.116 '
The term Griqua was only used around 1813, until then the term
'Bastaard' was used.117 A certain national identity — void of
historical complexity — has been forged onto the narrative by
calling the soldiers 'Griqua'. This may be a play on the racist
sense of ethnic purity and the militarism and fear associated
with it, something which the idea of 'Bastard' soldiers may
lack!?). However, it is further evidence of the narrative's
departure from the 18 century in projecting a sense of race con-
sciousness onto the past. Moreover, not only are we introduced to
the 'Griqua' as a coherent national group, but their very
presence as soldiers (presumably of the boer commandos) fails to
take into account the necessary ambiguities of their position as
soldiers:
...the Bastards felt no obligation to defend, either from
the San or from external enemies, a colony which increas-
ingly impeded their access to land and imposed upon them
restrictive regulations.118
This is not to say that there was no such thing as 'Griqua" sol-
diers — 'the whites tended...to send their Bastard or Khoi ser-
vants as substitutes tin the commando] for; themselves'— but
rather, as elsewhere, the historical nuances are missing fin
Dusklands. This, however, is not something an individual can be
blamed for: 'the historians' stereotypes Cof the Khoisan, for
example! are no more accurate than those of earlier European
observers.119 If we are to apportion any blame (that is, identify
the cause of these developments) we must begin with the
'assumption that the Cape Colony itself-must be seen as a product
of the world expansion of Europe, starting from the fifteenth
century, which began to integrate ever larger areas of the world
into a single economic system'.120 This is a process J.M. Coetzee
identifies in the way Dusklands contains two very different yet
related (historical) narratives: 'Had I lived two hundred years
ago I would have had a continent to explore, to map, to open to
colonization' (Eugene Dawn).1H1 The relationship between the two
narratives is however obscured by both the specific type of
economic and political analysis which the narratives contain, and
through the assumption that the two narratives are simply spanned
by a single sweep of time (even if they are clearly broken off):
The history of thought and knowledge is not a history of
cumulative progress — data piling up in bur 'storehouse".
The history of thought, like the history of men, is a his-
tory of revolutions and conquests, a process of conflicting
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imperialisms and sovereignties. It cannot be written from
the point of view of continuity and evolution.122
The relationship in the novel between the different Coetzee's
(though not restricted to them) is presented as one of 'con-
tinuity and evolution*.123 M o r e o v e r , the relationship between the
two narratives (and between the different protagonists in the
novel) is presented as a quantitative one: the one' story adds to
the other. This is not to deny that there are very real connec-
tions between the two narratives, between these two different
historical moments: the 'underlying unity is real and profound,
but it is not that of a linear continuum'.124 Dusklands makes a
clear connection between racial domination and western
expansionism, but it is a connection in which the intricacies of
this connection are obscured.
If we return to the sense of ethnicity (and the stereotypes a s -
sociated with it) in the novel, we can see it illustrated in
another significant departure, by the narrator, from the original
documents. Klaas Barend, the 'Bastard' who accompanied the two
original expeditions is replaced by Klawer, an old and obedient
'Hottentot'.125 These departures are more than simply the result
of inaccuracies in the official historiography (by Dr S.J.
Coetzee, for e x a m p l e ) . Switching Klawer for Klaas Barend
clarifies again for us the design of the novel: Klaas Barend, the
'Bastard', would introduce a certain grey area (almost literally)
into the narrative which would blur, one of the racial-historical
poles of the story — Jacobus Coetzee colonial-hunter, on the one
hand, and Klawer, obedient 'Hottentot', on the other hand.
Likewise, Adam Wijnand, the Bastard, disappears from the novel
altogether, even though he had moved to the Khamiesberg — an
area which Jacobus Coetzee passes through.126 Hit is significant
that he only enters the novel in the form of the third person.3
The reason Adam Wijnand disappears from the narrative — and the
reason why the meaning of the term 'Bastard' loses it's h i s t o r -
ical complexity by the end of the narrative — is because he, as
a 'Bastard', contradicts many of the racial assumptions in the
novel concerning the frontier. One of these assumptions is that
the frontier (white hegemony) was extended firstly by the white
hunting frontier, and secondly, by white settlement. This is par-
tially endorsed by the narrative. Jacobus Coetzee is the leading
edge of the frontier: he is both hunter and farmer. However, the
frontier was extended, in the main, by the so-called 'non-white
farmers' (Adam Kok, for example).127 This is implied in the nar-
rative by the mention of Adam Wijnand, but it needs to be s i -
lenced so as to give the dominant assumptions of the frontier
some coherence (even as they are being q u e s t i o n e d ) . The disap-
pearance of Adam Wijnand from the narrative (and the reason that
he only appears as an a b s e n c e ) , implies that we are caught again
within the dominant assumptions of 'white settler historio-
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graphy": an historiography which viewed colonial domination as
not only inevitable (superior technology, civilization and
education), but desirable.128 Colonial domination, of course. is
no longer viewed as 'desirable', and yet it's very inevitability
remains, in the novel, unanswered.
J.M. Coetzee is critical — and it is significant that this
critique is expressed in the form of irony — of the whole
colonial enterprise and of the white settler myths associated
with it. However, by leaving Adam Wijnand out of the narrative,
he again fails to penetrate certain rudimentary assumptions which
lie within the dominant discourse of colonial historiography, and
within our common colonial experiences:
CThe author's] irony is that of someone who can no longer
uphold colonialist arrogance but has nowhere else to go. Or,
to put it more plainly, Che] takes a deeply searching look
into the pasts of his hunting forefathers but cannot be
radically critical of them because he will not admit the ex-
tent to which he (and all of us) are to this day complicit
in the same colonist thought-structure.1H9
One of the achievements of Dusklands, however, is its radical
engagement with traditional historiography (the narrative opens
with a reference to Adam Wijnand endowed with all his historical
complexity), and yet this engagement is curtailed by a sliding
back into what Marx calls, this 'time-honoured disguise and this
borrowed language' of the past.130 Adam Wijnand is lost to the
narrative as he enters it (or as he is spoken f o r ! ) : left to lie
abandoned, once more, on the'dung-heap of history. (Awaiting,
like the phoenix, to rise from these imperial ashes).
There are two other historical incidents to which I would like to
briefly refer in order to consolidate my analysis of the sense,
and use, of history in Dusklands. The. first is related to the
'staff of office'; and the second concerns the smallpox epidemic
of 1713 through which only one in ten Khoi survived.131
The 'staff of office' incident is very brief:
Long ago I had given Klawer a medal, which he-had bored a
hole through and hung around his neck. It, gave him
authority, he said, like that of the Hottentot kapteins who
carried staffs of authority from the Castle.132
The incident refers to Klawer's sense of being out of favour when
Jacobus Coetzee takes Barend Dikkop — 'a soldier in the Hotten-
tot Company' — out hunting. The 'staff of office' is a compli-
cated historical phenomenon — more than simply the granting of
power by the V.O.C. to the Khoi chiefs: '...the only way in which
non-whites could maintain some title to land was by accepting
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s t a f f s of o f f i c e a s K h o i c h i e f s . " 1 3 3
J . M . C o e t z e e , h o w e v e r , r e f e r s t o t h e ' s t a f f of o f f i c e ' in p a s s i n g
in o r d e r t o h i g h l i g h t K l a w e r ' s ' m a l a d y of t h e s o u l ' : h i s l o s s of
a u t h o r i t y . T h e r i v a l r y b e t w e e n K l a w e r a n d D i k k o p is r e d u c e d t o a
q u e s t i o n of r e s e n t m e n t ( g r o u n d e d of c o u r s e o n a d i f f e r e n c e i n t h e
c o n d i t i o n s of s e r v i c e ) , b u t a q u e s t i o n w h i c h s k i r t s , f o r m e , a
m o r e c r i t i c a l i s s u e : t h e e r o s i o n of K h o i p o l i t i c a l p o w e r b y t h e
V . O . C . t h r o u g h t h e ' s t a f f of o f f i c e ' , a n d t h e e x t e n s i o n of t h i s
e r o s i v e p o w e r to t h e f r e e b u r g h e r s ( w h o d e r i v e d p o w e r l o c a l l y i n
t h e f o r m of t h e c o m m a n d o , f o r e x a m p l e ) . 1 3 4 K l a w e r is a p a r t i c u l a r
k i n d of v i c t i m of t h i s e r o s i v e p o w e r : h e r e p r e s e n t s t h e d i s -
p o s s e s s e d K h o i ( n o w l a b o u r t e n a n t ) , h i s t o r i c a l l y o n c e r e m o v e d
f r o m t h e f o r m e r ' k a p t e i n s ' . W e c o u l d , t h e r e f o r e , r e a d K l a w e r
h a n g i n g a m e d a l a r o u n d h i s n e c k , a s a p a t h e t i c a t t e m p t t o s a l v a g e
s o m e k i n d of p o l i t i c a l p o w e r ( p o l i t i c a l p o w e r w h i c h D i k k o p
t h r e a t e n s to u n d e r m i n e ) . T h i s , t h e n , is t h e u n d e r l y i n g s o u r c e of
K l a w e r ' s ' m a l a d y of t h e s o u l " . T h e s p e c i f i c f o r m of e c o n o m i c a n d
p o l i t i c a l a n a l y s i s in t h e n a r r a t i v e -- in w h i c h e c o n o m i c a n d
p o l i t i c a l m o t i v e s a p p e a r t o b e a b s e n t b e c a u s e t h e y a r e p r e s e n t in
a h i g h l y a b s t r a c t ( o r n a t u r a l i z e d ) f o r m — l e a v e s t h i s k i n d of
a n a l y s i s a s it i s , s i m p l y h a n g i n g in t h e a i r .
T h e s e c o n d i n c i d e n t c o n c e r n s t h e ' H o t t e n t o t ' r e a c t i o n t o J a c o b u s
C o e t z e e ' s s i c k n e s s :
I a s k e d C K l a w e r ] w h y m y o t h e r m e n h a d n o t c o m e t o s e e m e . H e
s a i d t h e y h a d c o m e , b u t I h a d b e e n t o o s i c k . I t o l d h i m h e
l i e d . ... I t o l d h i m t o t r y a g a i n . H e s a i d t h e y w e r e a f r a i d
of m y si c k n e s s . . .
W h a t w a s w r o n g w i t h m e ? I a s k e d . D i d I h a v e t h e H o t t e n t o t
s i c k n e s s . H e w a s s u r e I d i d n o t . T h e H o t t e n t o t s i c k n e s s w a s
f o r H o t t e n t o t s . . . 1 3 3
A s m a l l p o x e p i d e m i c — a s i c k n e s s b r o u g h t t o A f r i c a b y c o l o n i a l
s e a m e n 1 3 6 — r e d u c e d t h e K h o i t o a f r a c t i o n of t h e i r i n i t i a l s i z e
in t h e 1 8 c e n t u r y . K l a w e r c a l l s it t h e ' H o t t e n t o t s i c k n e s s " ; a
s i c k n e s s e x c l u s i v e l y f o r ' H o t t e n t o t s ' . S e t t l e r s b l a m e d t h e e x t e r -
m i n a t i o n of t h e K h o i o n s o m e i n h e r e n t b i o l o g i c a l w e a k n e s s of t h e
i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e , r a t h e r t h a n o n t h e i r o w n c o n t a m i n a t i n g e n t e r -
p r i s e . T h i s t y p e of r e a s o n i n g w a s a b s o r b e d b y t h e c o l o n i z e d
p e o p l e , a n d a c t e d a s a r a t i o n a l e f o r f u r t h e r p e n e t r a t i o n , f u r t h e r
e x t e r m i n a t i o n : a p r o c e s s w h i c h a p p e a r e d t o h a v e t h e c o n s e n t of
t h e c o l o n i z e d . F o r J a c o b u s C o e t z e e t h e r e a c t i o n — ' T h e y k e p t
t h e i r d i s t a n c e ' — c o n f i r m s p o p u l a r s e t t l e r v i e w s o f t h e i n -
d i g e n o u s p e o p l e a s s u p e r s t i t i o u s , c o w a r d l y a n d ' t h i e v i s h a n d n o t
t o be t r u s t e d ' . 1 3 7 ( T h e r e are, h o w e v e r , o t h e r f a c t o r s i n v o l v e d in
t h e K h o i ' k e e p i n g t h e i r d i s t a n c e ' ; I a m j u s t r e f e r r i n g t o s m a l l -
p o x a s a p o s s i b l e o n e . )
T h e n a r r a t o r ' s i n t e r v e n t i o n a l l o w s u s t o f o c u s o n J a c o b u s
C o e t z e e ' s p o p u l a r m i s p e r c e p t i o n , b u t h i s d e l i b e r a t e t h i n n i n g o u t
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-of historical detail (which abstracts political and economic
motives), does not allow the type of critical intervention needed
to explain the 'malady of the master's soul'138: 'Like the
protagonists of his fiction, Coetzee can exemplify this crises,
but not explain it.'139 We are left — see most articles dealing
with Dusklands — pondering in a crudely social and psychological
way, the 'sickness' of world history. The authors exclusive
focus, in the second narrative, upon the 'malady of the soul' ul-
timately distorts his very aim (as expressed in his parody): to
expose certain fallacies of both traditional historiography and
colonial — master and servant — thinking.
Another example of this analytical paralysis in Dusklands con-
cerns the reasons given for Jacobus Coetzee's initial expedition:
to hunt for ivory. The hunt was not, unlike that presented in the
narrative, an open-ended, secondary activity in colonial history:
P.J. van der Merwe has shown that the hunting experience was
important in the formation of the cattle boer culture; not
only did hunting allow a man to explore new lands, but it
gave him the opportunity to buy or steal Khoikhoi cattle and
to accumulate the small amount of capital needed to start a
cattle post... 140
In the original report of Jacobus Coetzee there is a reference to
the 'abundant cattle' north of the Orange.141 However, what has
fascinated colonial historians is his less significant report of
'a tribe of black people called Damrocquas living ten days' jour-
ney beyond the farthest point which he reached, and that they had
long hair and wore clothes made of linen cloth'.142 The second
expedition of 1761 — 'the story upon which Coetzee's slight fame
subsists'143 — was commissioned to find these apparitions.
Historians have led us to believe that it is primarily this
'fable' which Jacobus Coetzee and his contemporaries were inter-
ested in. This is an obsession of 19 century historiography. The
second expedition (which had gone is search of these strange
forms) was a failure not because it did not find the long-haired
people to the north, but because no cattle were obtained (raided
or traded -- the difference was purely academic):, they in fact
lost cattle. An expedition was an expensive undertaking, and to
overlook this and depict it as an imaginative or 'metaphysical'
exercise (which it could be perceived from within, and without,
a s ) , is to overlook the underlying forces, the 'inner connect-
ions '144, which operate below the phenomenal layer of social
reality (and consciousness). Even Knox-Shaw's significant article
— one of the few attempts to look at Dusklands historically
ignores the underlying historical realities in order to highlight
a certain state of consciousness, a certain moral order (which,
again, seems posited by nature):
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T h e r e is no r e c o r d of racial f r i c t i o n on the j o u r n e y a n d ,
i n d e e d , C o e t z e e h i m s e l f s e e m s not to h a v e b e e n w i t h o u t
s c r u p l e s for he r e f u s e d the s e r v i c e s of m u c h - n e e d e d N a m a q u a
g u i d e s who o f f e r e d t h e m s e l v e s on c o n d i t i o n they r e c e i v e d
h e l p to fight t h e i r e n e m y , the E n i c q u a s . 1 4 5
The m a t e r i a l r e a s o n s , for why J a c o b u s C o e t z e e w a s ' s c r u p u l o u s *
(on this p a r t i c u l a r o c c a s i o n ) are i g n o r e d . It p r o b a b l y has s o m e -
thing to do w i t h the p o l i t i c a l b a l a n c e of f o r c e s at the t i m e —
it w o u l d seem that a war a g a i n s t the ' E n i c q u a s ' w o u l d h a v e to
s e t t l e a c c o u n t s w i t h 'the m o r e p o w e r f u l S o t h o - T s w a n a g r o u p s ' 1 4 6 ,
s o m e t h i n g the s e t t l e r s w e r e not p r e p a r e d for in the 18 c e n t u r y .
J..M. C o e t z e e , l i k e w i s e , has not b e e n a b l e to e n t e r his n a r r a t i v e
w i t h a solid g r a s p of the 'inner c o n n e c t i o n s ' , the u n d e r l y i n g
e c o n o m i c and p o l i t i c a l f o r c e s , b e c a u s e of an e p i s t e m o l o g y w h i c h
a s s u m e s that it is i d e a s , and not m a t e r i a l f o r c e s , w h i c h u l -
t i m a t e l y shape s o c i a l r e a l i t y .
Epilogue
One of c e n t r a l m o t i f s in C o e t j e e ' s w r i t i n g s c o n c e r n s the q u e s t i o n
of e n d e m i c v i o l e n c e i n h e r e n t in the m a s t e r / s lave r e l a t i o n s h i p .
H o w e v e r , as in t r a d i t i o n a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y , this m o t i f h a s been
i n v e r t e d so that ' r a c e - h i s t o r i c a l ' c a t e g o r i e s a p p e a r as the
d e t e r m i n i n g f a c t o r s in the r e l a t i o n s h i p :
A m a j o r theme in the t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y h i s t o r i o g r a p h y of
S o u t h A f r i c a has b e e n an e x p l a n a t i o n , w h e t h e r as a f f i r m a t i o n
or c r i t i q u e , of the f o r m s of e x p l o i t a t i o n , d o m i n a t i o n a n d
d e p e n d e n c e w h i c h have e x i s t e d , and the c o n f l i c t s w h i c h h a v e
r e s u l t e d from t h e m . Most f r e q u e n t l y t h e s e s t r u c t u r e s of
d o m i n a t i o n and c o n f l i c t h a v e b e e n a n a l y s e d in ' r a c i a l '
t e r m s , and a s s u m e d to have d e v e l o p e d h i s t o r i c a l l y a l o n g u n -
a m b i g u o u s l y ' r a c i a l ' l i n e s . 1 4 7
As we have s u g g e s t e d , it may be m o r e b e n e f i c i a l to c o n c e i v e of
t h e s e t h e m e s of i n e q u a l i t y w h i c h s u r r o u n d and d e t e r m i n e the
m a s t e r / s l a v e r e l a t i o n s h i p , in t e r m s of i n e q u a l i t y e n d e m i c to the
e x c h a n g e of c o m m o d i t i e s : an e x c h a n g e w h i c h in t u r n , as C o e t z e e
has p a r t i a l l y s h o w n , p e n e t r a t e s to the very h e a r t (or p s y c h o l o g y )
of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s ( i n c l u d i n g l a n g u a g e ) . To u n d e r s t a n d the
r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n the f r e e b u r g h e r s a n d the N a m a w i t h o u t b o t h a
t h e o r e t i c a l and h i s t o r i c a l k n o w l e d g e of the r e l a t i o n of e x c h a n g e ,
is not only to d i s t o r t a c e r t a i n h i s t o r i c a l m o m e n t (like that of
1 7 6 0 / 1 ) , but to d i s t o r t our u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the p r e s e n t — p a r -
t i c u l a r l y in its r e l a t i o n s h i p to' the past -- as w e l l . 1 4 8
My a r g u m e n t has b e e n that the f r o n t i e r c o n c e p t , a n d the w a y it
has been used in l i t e r a t u r e , says as m u c h a b o u t c o l o n i a l p e n e t r a -
t i o n and the s e t t l e d s o c i e t y ( i n c l u d i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y c o n c e r n s ) ,
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as it does about the geo-political boundaries in the 18 and 19
centuries! and that the frontier is a specific social and
economic construct: a construct which aids to serve and
legitimate very real material interests. For the settlers these
interests were to extend colonial influence at the expense of in-
digenous civilization, and to incorporate in some instances the
indigenous people into the settler labour market. In other in-
stances — America for example — it almost meant the extermina-
tion of an indigenous people. This process is documented (often
silently) through the concept of the frontier in traditional
literature, and we can see its residual presence in contemporary
literature such as Dusklands. In its residual presence it serves
slightly different interests — as I have implied these interests
are complicated, and cannot stand independent of broader social
forces at work. Part of these broader social forces at work has
been the demystificat ion (by the revolutionary practice and
theory of third world and socialist countries) of what once ap-
peared as the naturalness, of the frontier, social relationships
of exchange, and the western (capitalist) economy.
J.M Coetzee is aware of the problems surrounding the history of
western civilization. He expresses this in his critique of west-
ern imperialism and bourgeois humanism (as in Waiting for the
B a r b a r i a n s ) . He cannot, however, escape colonial history (and its
western ontology): in all his fiction there is a constant- attempt
to wring some kind of meaning from a world which is tending to
greater chaos, greater non-meaning. His meditation upon violence,
(which is itself mystificatory) is partially an expression of
this dilemma. However, his acute awareness does not offer J.M.
Coetzee a way out of this cul-de-sac (awareness never d o e s ) :
'Awareness is no transcendence'149 Subsequently his fiction is
continually circumscribed by the very ineffectualness of western
thought and consciousness. One of the attempts to circumscribe
this paralysis is to seek sustenance in the primacy of the in-
dividual as the 'natural, all-rounded organic (ethnic?) man*. The
central metaphysic of his fiction is the natural man stripped to
an essential self. The phrase the 'philosophy of history'
which informs the narrative — is likewise an expression of the
historical moment stripped of detail, to finally bare its essen-
tial spirit:
CMarx] pointed out that the Robinson Crusoe-like figure of
'the Natural Individual', the starting-point of classical
liberal theories, was actually a complex historical product,
thinkable only after the break-up of bonds of personal de-
pendence and the appearance of 'the society of free
competition'. Adequate historical categories would have to
untangle this complexity. To take the individual not as
'historical result' but as 'history's point of departure' is
to make a chaotic abstraction which lumps all the com-
plexities in together as an undifferentiated premise. The
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s p e c i f i c b o u r g e o i s f o r m o f i n d i v i d u a l i t y i s r e p r e s e n t e d a s
s o m e t h i n g ' p o s i t e d b y n a t u r e ' , t h e r e f o r e n o t m o d i f i a b l e , 1 5 0
T h e f r o n t i e r s m a n ( J a c o b u s C o e t z e e ) i s a c o m p l i c a t e d h i s t o r i c a l
p h e n o m e n o n w h o i s s i m p l i f i e d ( m a d e m o r e n a t u r a l ) b y C o e t z e e ' s
n a t u r a l i z a t i o n ( a n d s u p p r e s s i o n ) o f c e r t a i n e c o n o m i c a n d p o l i t i -
c a l d e t a i l s o f t h e o r i g i n a l n a r r a t i v e . T h e ' N a t u r a l I n d i v i d u a l '
( u n f r e e a n d i n c o n s t a n t c o m p e t i t i o n f o r s u r v i v a l ) " i s t h e b a s i c
s o c i a l u n i t o f a l l J . M . C o e t z e e ' s f i c t i o n , a n d a s s u c h f o r m s t h e
b a s i s o f h i s e p i s t e m o l o g y ; h o w e v e r , a n e p i s t e m o l o g y , w h i c h
d e p a r t s f r o m t r a d i t i o n a l i s m b e c a u s e it i s g r o u n d e d i n a s p e c i f i c
h i s t o r i c a l j u n c t u r e o f w e s t e r n i m p e r i a l i s m i n c r i s i s . I t i s n o
c o i n c i d e n c e t h a t t h e i n d i v i d u a l i s c o n t i n u a l l y t r a p p e d w i t h i n t h e
s a m e m e t a p h y s i c a l c o n c e r n s — w h e t h e r h e o r s h e l i k e s i t o r n o t
e v e n w h e n p r e s e n t e d h i s t o r i c a l l y a s i n t h e c a s e o f J a c o b u s
C o e t z e e :
C o e t z e e ' s p r e m i s e o f a n i d e o l o g i c a l d i a l e c t i c , a m o d e o f
c o n s c i o u s n e s s t h a t i n s p i r e s t h e W e s t e r n q u e s t f o r t o t a l m a s -
t e r y o f N a t u r e , a s o c i a l - h i s t o r i c a l a s p e c t o f w h i c h i s t h e
s t o r y o f W e s t e r n i m p e r i a l i s m , e n a b l e s t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f a
q u i t e d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e o n S o u t h A f r i c a n h i s t o r y . A c -
c o r d i n g t o t h e n e w p e r s p e c t i v e , t h e s t o r y o f r a c i a l d o m i n a -
t i o n i n S o u t h A f r i c a i s n o t p e r v e r s e , b u t s y m p t o m a t i c . I t i s
s y m p t o m a t i c o f t h e c e n t r a l t h r u s t o f W e s t e r n e x p a n s i o n i s m .
C o e t z e e d o e s n o t a d o p t a s t a n c e o f p r o t e s t , b u t o f
a n a l y t i c a l e x e m p l i f i c a t i o n , i n t h e f a c e o f t h i s t h r u s t . T h e
w h o l e o f W e s t e r n c i v i l i s a t i o n i s i m p l i c a t e d i n t h e d r i v e
t o w a r d s s u b j u g a t i o n a n d m a s t e r y . T h e a n a l y t i c a l m o d e o f t h e
p r o s e p e n e t r a t e s c o n s i s t e n t l y t o a n i d e n t i c a l e s s e n c e a t t h e
h e a r t o f t h e p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l l y d i v e r s e f o r m s o f
W e s t e r n / c o l o n i a l c u l t u r e . 1 5 1
H o w e v e r , t o c a l l D u s k l a n d s a n t i - h i s t o r i c a l i s t o c o l l a p s e i t s
v e r y r e a l h i s t o r i c a l c o n c e r n s i n t o t h e d i l e m m a o f a n i d e a l i s t
m e t a p h y s i c — a m e t a p h y s i c i n w h i c h t h e v e r y m a t e r i a l i s m o f
d o c u m e n t a t i o n r u b s a g a i n s t t h e p r i s t i n e h i s t o r i c a l m o m e n t o r
' i d e n t i c a l e s s e n c e ' .
J . M . C o e t z e e , b y f o c u s i n g o n a n o b s c u r e , i l l i t e r a t e f r e e b u r g h e r
i n t h e 1 8 c e n t u r y , o f f e r s u s a n a f t e r i m a g e o f t r a d i t i o n a l h i s -
t o r i o g r a p h y — a n h i s t o r i o g r a p h y w h i c h h a s a t t e m p t e d t o f o c u s o n
c e n t r a l h i s t o r i c a l f i g u r e s ( o f t e n r e s c u i n g t h e m f r o m h i s t o r y a s
i s t h e a i m o f D r S . J . C o e t z e e ) , a n d w h o s e c e n t r a l t h r u s t h a s b e e n
i t s e m p h a s i s o n h i s t o r i c a l f i g u r e s , w h o a p p e a r a s s i g n i f i c a n t
d e c i s i o n m a k e r s a n d w h o a r e h i g h l y s e l f - c o n s c i o u s a s w e l l .
J a c o b u s C o e t z e e , h o w e v e r , i s n o t , t r a d i t i o n a l l y , t h e e x e m p l a r y
c a s e ; a n d y e t t h e n a r r a t i v e h a r d l y o f f e r s a n a l t e r n a t i v e . ( A d a m
W i j n a n d r e m a i n s l o s t t o t h e n a r r a t i v e ) . S u b s e q u e n t l y , J . M .
C o e t z e e o f f e r s a p a r t i c u l a r a n g l e o n S o u t h A f r i c a n r a c i a l -
c o l o n i a l / c a p i t a l i s t h i s t o r y — i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t " r a c i a l
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d o m i n a t i o n ' is not p r e s e n t e d as ' p e r v e r s e , but s y m p t o m a t i c * 'of
W e s t e r n e x p a n s i o n i s m ' — but this a n g l e is n e v e r t h e l e s s ,
s y m p t o m a t i c a l l y , r a c i a l . R o o t e d in an i d e a l i s t e p i s t e m o l o g y ,
C o e t z e e is bound to repeat h i m s e l f , a l t h o u g h each new s t o r y will
be e n g a g i n g l y d i f f e r e n t . T h e r e a s o n s for this e n g a g e m e n t in his
f i c t i o n (its ' r e l e v a n c e ' ) s t i l l needs to be m a p p e d o u t : 'Of what
r e l e v a n c e is a novel w h i c h a p p e a r s to p e r p e t u a t e all the racist
b e l i e f s w h i t e s hold a b o u t b l a c k s in S o u t h A f r i c a ? ' 1 3 2 O n e could
e a s i l y d i s m i s s this q u e s t i o n as one could e a s i l y d i s m i s s this
f i c t i o n . Me could b e g i n m a p p i n g out the ' r e l e v a n c e ' of D u s k l a n d s
by l o o k i n g at the i r o n i c m a s k ( s ) , and at the a m b i g u i t i e s a s -
s o c i a t e d w i t h it, not as some i s o l a t e d a e s t h e t i c (or i d e o l o g i c a l )
p h e n o m e n o n , but as an e x p r e s s i o n o f . m a t e r i a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n s in
c o l o n i a l h i s t o r y :
The w o r k i n g of the ' c o l o n i a l m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g ' m e a n s that
the w o r d s and a c t i o n s of i n d i v i d u a l s are both d e l i b e r a t e l y
and a c c i d e n t a l l y a m b i g u o u s , as the c o l o n i z e d don the m a s k of
d e f e r e n c e b e f o r e their c o n q u e r o r s , and c o n q u e r o r s a s s u m e the
g a r b of a u t h o r i t y b e f o r e the s u b j u g a t e d . At the p s y c h o s o c i a l
l e v e l , d o m i n a t i o n is both e x p e r i e n c e d as a m b i g u o u s a n d
e l i c i t s a m b i g u o u s b e h a v i o u r . Vet the a m b i g u i t y of i d e o l o g y
and b e h a v i o u r of i n d i v i d u a l s a r i s e s not s i m p l y out of p e r -
sonal p s y c h o l o g y but a l s o from their s t r u c t u r a l l y d e p e n d e n t
p o s i t i o n w i t h i n the c o l o n i a l p o l i t i c a l e c o n o m y and the
c o l o n i a l s t a t e , a n d the c o n t r a d i c t o r y n a t u r e of the c o l o n i a l
order i t s e l f . 1 5 3
M o r e o v e r , this i r o n i c m a s k — both the d i s g u i s e and the a m b i g u i t y
— is ' e s s e n t i a l to s u r v i v a l in a c o l o n i a l s i t u a t i o n . ' We need to
b e g i n our a n a l y s i s of the irony in D u s k l a n d s w i t h a m a t e r i a l u n -
d e r s t a n d i n g of c o l o n i a l h i s t o r y , b e c a u s e t h i s i r o n y is the
( a m b i g u o u s ) e x p r e s s i o n of a ' s t r u c t u r a l l y d e p e n d e n t p o s i t i o n
w i t h i n the c o l o n i a l p o l i t i c a l e c o n o m y . . . ' T h i s is even the case
for an u n d e r s t a n d i n g or ' l i b e r a l ' a c a d e m i c . H o w e v e r , we ' . . . h a v e
to go b e y o n d ' i r o n y ' to u n d e r s t a n d the p s y c h o l o g y of c o l o n i a l i s t
v i o l e n c e ' 1 5 4 :
CTheD c o n c e p t of a m b i g u i t y is c r u c i a l to any u n d e r s t a n d i n g
of d o m i n a t i o n ; e v e n w h i l e d e m a n d i n g o b e d i e n c e , and p r o v o k i n g
r e s i s t a n c e , d o m i n a t i o n o p e r a t e s not s i m p l y t h r o u g h c o e r c i o n
but also t h r o u g h c o n c e s s i o n s that t h e m s e l v e s a r e s h a p e d by
the n a t u r e of r e s i s t a n c e . T h e s e in turn b e c o m e the b a s i s of
consent as well as of f u r t h e r s t r u g g l e by the d o m i n a t e d . 1 5 3
A s t u d y of the o u t c o m e of r e s i s t a n c e and d o m i n a t i o n ( c l a s s
s t r u g g l e ) is e s s e n t i a l to an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the a m b i g u i t i e s in
c o l o n i a l ( i n c l u d i n g n e o - and p o s t - c o l o n i a l ) l i t e r a t u r e . T h e s e
a m b i g u i t i e s are not n e c e s s a r i l y o b v i o u s ; they are o f t e n ' s i l e n t ' .
The s e c o n d n a r r a t i v e in D u s k l a n d s , for e x a m p l e , never e s c a p e s the
r a c i a l d i s c o u r s e of the 19 c e n t u r y e v e n w h e n p a r o d y i n g it as it
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d o e s i n i t s c r i t i q u e o f D r S . J . C o e t z e e . T h i s r e a d i n g -- b a s e d
u p o n t h e t h e o r y a n d r e a l i t i e s o f c l a s s s t r u g g l e -- h a s t r i e d t o
u n c o v e r t h e n o v e l s ' a m b i g u o u s s i l e n c e s : i t s r e l i a n c e o n t r a d i -
t i o n a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y a s i t a p p e a r s t o d e p a r t f r o m i t ; i t s
n a t u r a l i z a t i o n ( o r a b s t r a c t i o n ) o f e c o n o m i c a n d p o l i t i c a l m o t i v e s
a s i t e f f a c e s t h e e c o n o m i c a n d p o l i t i c a l d e t a i l o f t h e o r i g i n a l
d o c u m e n t s ; i t s e m p a t h y w i t h A d a m W i j n a n d ' s c a u s e ( a h i s t o r y f r o m
b e l o w ) a s h e i s s i l e n c e d f r o m t h e n a r r a t i v e ; ttie s i l e n t s h i f t
f r o m t h e h i s t o r i c a l c o m p l e x i t y o f a s i n g l e c o n c e p t ( l i k e t h a t o f
b a s t a r d ) o r e v e n t ( k h o i s a n r e s i s t a n c e f o r e x a m p l e ) , t o t h e i r
s i m p l i f i c a t i o n i n l i g h t o f i m m e d i a t e p o l i t i c a l e x p e d i e n c y
( ' s u r v i v a l ' ! ) .
A c c o r d i n g t o S h u l a M a r k s , h i s t o r i a n s h a v e h a d d i f f i c u l t y d e t e c t -
i n g h i s t o r i c a l a m b i g u i t i e s , t h i s m a s k o f ' c o l o n i a l m i s u n d e r s t a n d -
i n g " : ' A s i n p o e t r y , s o i n h i s t o r y , a m b i g u i t y s e r v e s t o a l e r t t h e
r e a d e r t o t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n t h i n g s . . . h i s t o r i a n s s h o u l d b e
a b l e t o w r i t e i n c h o r d s , f o r o u r m e d i u m d i s t o r t s o u r i n t e n t i o n s
b y i t s l i n e a r i m p e r a t i v e s . ' 1 5 6 F i c t i o n s ' v e r y m e t h o d i s l a t e r a l
a n d s y m b o l i c : i t s m e d i u m i s t h e m e t a p h o r . W r i t e r s a r e a b l e t o
' w r i t e i n c h o r d s ' . S u b s e q u e n t l y , f i c t i o n h a s a w a y o f t e a s i n g o u t
h i s t o r i c a l a m b i g u i t i e s , r e v e a l i n g t h e d i f f e r e n t m a s k s , t h e
v a r i o u s l a y e r s , i n s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s ( l i k e t h e ' c o l o n i a l
m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g ' , f o r e x a m p l e ) . B u t i n o r d e r f o r i t t o p r e v e n t
i t s e l f f r o m b e c o m i n g s y m p t o m a t i c a l l y p a r t o f t h e p r o b l e m ( o f
' c o l o n i a l m i s u n d e r - s t a n d i n g ' ) i t n e e d s t o h a v e a s o l i d
( t h e o r e t i c a l a n d m a t e r i a l ) g r a s p o f p o l i t i c a l a n d e c o n o m i c
h i s t o r y .
J . M . C o e t z e e , i n o r d e r t o e x p o s e t h e g r a n d d e l u s i o n s o f t h e w h o l e
i m p e r i a l e n t e r p r i s e — b y b a s i n g i t o n c o n s c i o u s n e s s g o n e a s t r a y
i n t h e w i l d e r n e s s , a n d d e v e l o p i n g e i t h e r a s e n s e o f r a c i s m o r
s t a t i s m d e p e n d i n g o n t h e e r a -- i s n e v e r t h e l e s s d r a w n i n t o t h e
v e r y t e n e t s o f h i s o b j e c t o f e x p l a n a t i o n . T h i s e x p l a n a t i o n i f n o t
s o c i a l d a r w i n i s t , i s a f o r m o f p s y c h o - s o c i a l d e t e r m i n i s m :
' C h a r a c t e r s o f o t h e r r a c e s , t h e v i c t i m s o f d o m i n a t i o n , a r e e n -
t i r e l y e n i g m a t i c e n t i t i e s w i t h i n t h e m e d i u m o f t h i s f i c t i o n ' : 1 5 7
T h e n o t i o n s o f ' s t a s i s ' a n d ' i s o l a t i o n ' h a v e a l s o b e e n a p -
p l i e d b y l i b e r a l h i s t o r i a n s t o t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f r a c i s m i n
S o u t h A f r i c a . I n t h i s r e g a r d t h e y h a v e b e e n u s e d t o d e n o t e
' A f r i k a n e r ' o r ' p l a t t e l a n d s o c i e t y ' . T h e c o n c e p t s i n s u c h a
c o n t e x t o f t e n f u n c t i o n a s t e r m s o f c o n d e m n a t i o n . T o c o m p l e t e
t h e i r m e a n i n g , t h e e l l i p s e s w h i c h a p p e a r i n t h e l i b e r a l
g r a m m a r h a v e t o b e f i l l e d i n — i . e . i s o l a t i o n ( f r o m c a p i t -
a l i s m a n d W e s t e r n c i v i l i z a t i o n ) a n d s t a s i s ( r a t h e r t h a n
p r o g r e s s ) . 1 5 8
I n s h o r t , J . M . C o e t z e e ' s u s e o f c e r t a i n c o n c e p t u a l c a t e g o r i e s
s u c h a s t h e ' i s o l a t i o n ' o n t h e f r o n t i e r a n d t h e ' s t a s i s ' o f r a c e ,
i m p l i e s t h a t h e i s a b l e t o s h o w h o w t h e c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f c o l o n i a l
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domination operates, but is never able to explain why (and this
must be part of his aim) that a particular form of consciousness
developed, in a particular way, at a particular time.
However, having reached this far we need to be clear about the
role of history in literary studies. Firstly, history is a social
product — it arises out of specific material conditions (as op-
posed to being immaculately conceived). Secondly, it requires
both conceptual precision and systematic research:
In as much as the historian's conceptual apparatus is badly
constructed, the quality of expression suffers. The power
of historiography depends on the precision of its concepts
and the rigour of their interrelation. The murky realms of
South African historiography demand elucidation.139
Our engagement with history, in literary studies, needs to take
cognisance of this, and act accordingly: we need rigorous concep-
tual tools, and we need a thorough historical weaponry (archival
labour for a start). This, I would argue, is only possible with a
greater theoretical clarity, and a more thorough and systematic
grasp of, not only literary, but economic, political and social
processes as well.
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